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Introduction

The Popish Plot was the outburst of anti-Catholic hysteria in England
prompted by allegations made in the autumn of 1678 of a Catholic
conspiracy to wipe out Protestantism in the three Stuart kingdoms.
Over time it gave way to the so-called ‘Exclusion Crisis’, the intense
political struggle that arose in England between 1679 and 1681 over
the vexing question of who would succeed Charles II as king. As mat-
ters stood in 1678, the heir was a Catholic: Charles’s younger brother
James, duke of York. In an atmosphere of intense anti-Catholicism,
this was bound to prove contentious, and over the next two years a
campaign to exclude York from the succession would be conducted
both inside and outside the English parliament. The exclusion cam-
paign rested upon fears of a Catholic monarch which stemmed from
a fear of Catholics. And hence the issue that ensured the relevance
of the crisis to Ireland, and vice versa: many of these Catholics were
Irish, for most of the Irish were Catholics.

But historians usually pass over Ireland’s links to the Popish Plot
on the reasonable grounds that little or nothing actually happened
there. The only Irish aspect of the Popish Plot to garner any signif-
icant attention is the execution in London of the Catholic primate
and Archbishop of Armagh, Oliver Plunkett, in July 1681.! According
to one scholar, it would be ‘repetitive and largely purposeless’ to write
‘an elaborate description of a phenomenon which was, in any event,
far more influential and pervasive in England than in Ireland’.> And
it is not just the Popish Plot that remains neglected, for the period
in which it fell - that of the Restoration and the reign of Charles II
(1660-1685) — is traditionally seen as little more than an ‘interim
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between upheavals’.® J.C. Beckett eloquently described Restoration
Ireland as

A period of transition, in a more direct and genuine sense than
that overworked phrase commonly implies. By the 1660s the basis
of the ‘Protestant Ascendancy’ that was to dominate the eigh-
teenth century had already been laid; but it was not until after the
wars of the Revolution that Irish Protestants acquired the arrogant
self-confidence that became one of their main characteristics. In
the interval, they still felt insecure; they still feared that the dis-
possessed Roman Catholics might strike a blow to recover their
estates and their power; and they watched anxiously the course of
events in England, lest some change of policy there should weaken
or destroy their position.*

Ireland’s role and relevance in the crisis of 1678-1681 has recently
attracted attention from English historians.’ But in Irish historiogra-
phy, the Popish Plot is usually interpreted in terms set by Thomas
Carte almost 300 years ago: that it is essentially unimportant because
the incumbent viceroy James Butler, duke of Ormond, kept Ireland
under control and thus guaranteed its stability. It is a view reflected
(and perhaps even shaped) by the contemporary assessment of
Sir Robert Southwell, who wrote in May 1682 that

You will find in Ireland a profound quiet, as it has lately been,
when Scotland had instead actual rebellion and England been
filled and disquieted about the plot. I cannot impute this under
God to anything but the conduct of the duke of Ormond. For he,
having by long experience, knowledge of the kingdom and all men
in it, having a large fortune and consequently many dependents
scattered into its several parts, and being also related in blood to
great numbers of the Irish Papists, the discontented had either
dreaded to begin, or he presently knew and suppressed whatever
was contriving. Thus knowing what security the kingdom was in,
he had the courage to undergo all those calumnies and accusations
thrown upon him in the heat of the plot. Whereas if a stranger
had there governed who must have been influenced by the general
outcry, the Irish had certainly been driven into desperation.®



Introduction 3

Consequently, thanks to the role ascribed to Ormond, the crisis had
few overt consequences with regards to Ireland. In terms of events,
this is true. But in terms of expectations it is another matter entirely.
Allegations of Catholic plotting were bound to have a resonance in
a country with an overwhelmingly Catholic population, and they
did. The crisis was deemed by many to have the potential to repli-
cate the events of the early 1640s in Ireland, most particularly the
1641 rebellion and the atrocities committed against Protestants dur-
ing it: after all, it was supposedly a Popish plot. The fear of being
wiped out en masse was naturally of particular concern to Irish Protes-
tants, who were broadly of the opinion that in 1641, this is precisely
what Irish Catholics had attempted to do. The impact of the crisis of
1678-1681 stretched the fragile fabric of a post-war society, revealing
the latent tensions that underpinned the Restoration settlement in
Ireland. War, conquest, and colonization in the 1640s and 1650s had
radically altered Irish society in ways that were maintained beyond
the Restoration at the expense of a diverse, disgruntled, and dispos-
sessed Catholic community. What had also persisted was a lingering
uncertainty as to whether the changes wrought in the 1650s would
be permanent, or might yet be reversed. Therein lies the fundamental
nature of Beckett’s ‘transition’. The events of 1689-1691 - the ‘wars
of the Revolution’, as he called them — would guarantee the eventual
outcome.

This book is about a part of that transition. The Popish Plot offers
a window into the ostensibly unruffled world of Restoration Ireland.
To write the history of the Popish Plot in relation to Ireland is to
write the history of what did not happen, but of what was believed
to be imminent. As events transpired, the Popish Plot in Ireland was
indeed a non-event. But to those contemporaries who lived through
the crisis, the fears, expectations, and possibilities that it consisted of
assumed a significance and relevance that was very real indeed.

There are two intertwined strands to this study. One is the impact
of the Popish Plot and Exclusion Crisis upon Ireland. The other is
the role played by Ireland within the Popish Plot and Exclusion
Crisis. While these are interrelated, they are not automatically the
same. This is first and foremost a work of Irish history: its focus is
on Ireland, not England. It is not intended to be a self-conscious
addition to the increasingly tiresome debates about the so-called
‘New British’ history. The Stuart kingdoms of England, Ireland, and
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Scotland had distinct yet interrelated historical experiences. That is
no great insight: it is an obvious fact that does not need to be pro-
claimed. The significance of the crisis in England, its origins, and its
events, are outlined at the outset in order to liberate the Irish dimen-
sions of the story from the weight of other histories. True, the impact
of the Popish Plot on Ireland has to be understood against a British
backdrop: the currents of the crisis in the larger island shaped its
course in Ireland. But the crisis also has to be understood against the
backdrop of war and sectarian conflict in Europe, and in the light of
the colonial history of early modern Ireland. This is a story within
stories, and it takes the form of an interpretive narrative, a tentative
attempt at a history intended to illustrate both the mounting impact
of the Popish Plot — the rumour and innuendo that is the subject mat-
ter of this book — on the structure of a colonial society, and thereby
to illustrate the perceived and actual fragility of its foundations. The
first chapter is intended to set the stage by glancing back in time to
outline why the revelations of a Popish Plot in August 1678 would
have had the impact that they did both in Ireland, and in relation to
it. The remaining chapters attempt to illustrate and explain what this
consisted of, while the final chapter looks forward in time to offer a
suggestion about its significance.

The sources for this study revolve around two sets of material. The
first is the vast archive of the first duke of Ormond, scattered between
Dublin, London, and Oxford: the unavoidable substitute for the vast
corpus of documentation that has been lost through the centuries,
the destruction of which renders so much of Irish history — including
the local implications of the Popish Plot — permanently obscure. The
second set consists of the various testimonies of Irish informers that
were generally revealed to be falsehoods. This hardly inspires con-
fidence: one type of source material is incomplete and the other is
untrue. But between these two poles more can be gathered; enough
to try to make sense of the subject at hand. The history of what did
not happen is also the history of what might have happened, or what
was believed could happen. And to make sense of the Popish Plot in
relation to Ireland, the stage has to be set across the Irish Sea.
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Restoration Ireland

Structural Problems and Structural Prejudice

To understand the Popish Plot and Exclusion Crisis in relation to
Ireland, it is necessary to first explain these events, the beliefs that
underpinned them, and the structural faults within Irish society that
ensured they would have an impact there. This chapter is intended
to provide an introduction to the Popish Plot in England, and an
interpretive introduction to the unsettled condition of Restoration
Ireland.

I

The London cleric Israel Tonge first met Titus Oates in 1677. Tonge's
fanatical anti-Catholicism was unquestionable, and in Oates he
seemed to find confirmation to match his conviction. For Oates him-
self, a pivotal moment in a dubious career came after his expulsion
from the Catholic seminary of St Omer in June 1678, for when
he returned to London in July, he furnished Tonge with an elab-
orate account of a Catholic conspiracy against Protestant England
that both men recounted to Charles II and the Privy Council in the
autumn of 1678. This was the genesis of the Popish Plot.

It came at a particular juncture in English affairs. The 1670s had
been characterized by emerging fears that the Stuart regime was drift-
ing towards Catholicism and authoritarian government. Of particular
concern was the fact that thanks to Charles II's habit of fathering
children only with his mistresses, the legitimate heir to the throne
was his younger brother James, duke of York, and it was an open
secret that he had converted to Catholicism in 1673. The prospect
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of a Catholic king in the near future was therefore very real. Nor
had the reality of events helped matters. After negotiating a treaty
with the French in 1670 containing a secret (though ultimately unful-
filled) commitment by Charles II to publicly convert to Catholicism,
Charles joined Louis XIV in embarking upon a disastrous war with
the Dutch in 1672. A succession of failures combined with public dis-
content forced Charles to abandon the French and negotiate peace
with the Dutch in February 1674. But there could be no avoiding
the fact that the king of Protestant England had allied himself with
Catholic France to make war on the even more Protestant Dutch.

However, by 1678 the rift with the Dutch had been healed (in part
by the marriage of York’s daughter Mary to William of Orange), and
England prepared itself to re-enter the conflict, this time on the side
of the Dutch. Against this backdrop, the possibility that the French
were conspiring to subvert Protestant England (not to mention
Ireland and Scotland) was bound to assume a greater significance.
While some credence was given to Oates’ claims, the authorities
became increasingly sceptical in the absence of concrete evidence.
Then, on 17 October 1678, the body of Sir Edmund Bury Godfrey was
found in London. He was the magistrate before whom Titus Oates
had sworn his original claims; he had now been murdered. Arguably,
he was a man who knew too much, and the obvious conclusion to
draw was that he met his death at Catholic hands. Oates had also
implicated Edward Coleman, York’s former secretary, who in the early
1670s had embarked on a tentative and unofficial correspondence
with the French that even they had disregarded. After he was impli-
cated by Oates, evidence of these negotiations fortuitously came to
light. Irrespective of what they had actually consisted of, between
Coleman’s machinations and Godfrey’s murder the Popish Plot had
received enough credibility to be sustained.

Oates’ claims were presented to the English House of Lords on 31
October 1678.! The subsequent development of the plot was inti-
mately linked to proceedings in the English parliament, as it became
both the venue for Oates’ testimony and the forum for the investiga-
tion of what he had alleged. While this would not be fully publicized
until April 1679, in the meantime rumours and fragments of infor-
mation contributed to a growing climate of public fear and paranoia.
Parliament demanded that the king take measures against Catholics,
and by December the succession of trials that would characterize the
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Popish Plot began in earnest with that of Edward Coleman. These
would continue in a climate fed by further allegations, ending with
the acquittal of Sir George Wakeman on charges of attempting to
poison the king in July 1679.

It is perhaps misleading to draw distinctions, implicitly or explic-
itly, between the Popish Plot and the Exclusion Crisis, for one had
built upon the other. It had been obvious that York’s Catholicism,
and the question of the succession, would attract attention from the
outset: his removal from the Privy Council, and even from England
itself, was being demanded in parliament as early as November 1678.
After the Cavalier parliament was dissolved in December 1678, the
first elections since 1661 were fought in February and March 1679. In
the new parliament, the implications of a Catholic succession were
openly being discussed. Consequently, it was suggested that York
could simply have limitations placed upon his future rule, or, even-
tually and more significantly, that he could be completely excluded
from the succession. The momentum created by the Popish Plot was
such that, in May 1679, legislation to provide for the latter was
introduced to parliament.

This was anathema to Charles, who prorogued and then dissolved
the English parliament towards the end of the month. Consequently,
when a second set of elections was held in the summer of 1679,
divisions began to emerge across England between the opponents
of York’s succession and its supporters. Charles would postpone the
meeting of this new parliament until October 1680, but in the mean-
time, political mobilization began to take place on a large scale, as
the popular fears of Catholics that had so characterized 1678-1679
were now harnessed by the nascent opposition to the purpose of
both calling a parliament and exerting pressure upon it to exclude
York from the succession. Huge anti-Catholic rallies, often involving
the burning of an effigy of the Pope, and mass-petitioning campaigns
demanding the meeting of parliament were two obvious aspects of
this. Another was the burgeoning propaganda war facilitated by the
lapse of the Licensing Act in 1679 that opened the door to the
proliferation of printed news and propaganda that became another
characteristic of the crisis. Both sides of the debate over the succes-
sion engaged in this propaganda war, but it was not all orchestrated.
Whether on paper or on the streets, spontaneous interjections into
this raucous world of public debate happened on a regular basis, for
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the Popish Plot had both tapped into and reflected a deep-seated and
very real fear and hatred of Catholicism. The exclusion campaign
may have fed upon fears and activities of this kind. But it did not
create them.

Throughout the winter of 1680 the ‘Whig’ grouping in the English
parliament remained committed to excluding York from the succes-
sion, and parliament was dissolved for its pains the following spring.
While ‘exclusion’ had never received wholly unanimous backing,
the attempted reintroduction of legislation to this effect in a new
parliament summoned in March 1681 prompted Charles to dissolve
it within a week, and to justify his actions via a declaration read
from pulpits across the land. He blamed the crisis on the activities
of malcontents driven by a concealed republicanism and commit-
ted himself to a number of policies, such as suppressing Catholicism
and calling regular parliaments. But Charles acted from a position of
strength underpinned by a massive financial subsidy from the French
that removed the awkward necessity whereby English monarchs were
obliged to expose themselves to their parliaments in exchange for the
money they needed to govern. Charles II no longer had this prob-
lem. He would never again call a parliament, and over the next few
years he and his government would exact their revenge upon their
opponents. The Popish Plot and Exclusion Crisis had ended in 1681.
By 1685 it was obvious that they had failed when York succeeded
his brother as James II, thereby becoming the first Catholic king of
England, Ireland, and Scotland in over a century, and the last they
would ever have.

II

The Popish Plot and the Exclusion Crisis were connected and sus-
tained by one common thread: a visceral English anti-Catholicism.
There may have been a Popish Plot; but there was a widespread belief
that there had always been a Popish Plot. The crisis of 1678-1681
was simply the latest manifestation of a particular tradition, for anti-
Catholicism had long been a vital element of the mental world of
Protestants in early modern Britain and Ireland.?

After the break with Rome in the 1530s, much English theological
discussion had dwelt upon the iniquities of the Catholic Church,
depicted as at best a corrupt and sinful institution that had strayed



Restoration Ireland 9

from the true path, or at worst as the Whore of Babylon foretold in
Revelation, led by the Antichrist in the form of the Pope. Arguably,
this was understandable at a time when an alternative English church
was being created, but key themes were formulated at this time
that would survive for centuries. Sinister interpretations could be
derived from Roman Catholic doctrine: the hierarchical nature of the
Catholic Church was deemed to be inherently tyrannical, being ded-
icated to the oppression of its laity and the exaltation of the charmed
circle of its clergy. Where Protestantism sought to redeem, Popery
sought to enslave.

This was the ideological framework within which English anti-
Popery was cast, but another crucial layer of anti-Catholic discourse
came with the persecution (most especially the burning) of Protes-
tants in the reign of Queen Mary (1553-1558). While her regime
was short-lived and its excesses were exaggerated (most notably in
John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments®), it nonetheless seemed to offer
visceral proof of the evils of Popery. Theological underpinnings
were now overlaid with a distinctively English experience, and this
proved to be the starting point for a martyrological tradition that,
over time, would assimilate events in other countries, such as the
St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in Paris in 1572, or the atrocities of
the Irish rebellion of 1641. Protestantism was seen to be engaged in
a cosmic struggle that cut across national boundaries — after all, Mary
had been married to Philip II of Spain — and paradoxically, this notion
developed in tandem with the perception of Protestant England’s
individuality before God; England was an ‘elect nation’, providen-
tially chosen for God’s purpose. This reached particular heights in the
reign of Elizabeth I (1558-1603), as England was part of an increas-
ingly embattled Protestant island off the coast of Catholic Europe, as
illustrated by the dispatch of the Spanish Armada by Philip ITin 1588.
But God’s providence, and His willingness to save people who were
obviously His people, was deemed to be equally evident when the
same armada was scattered across the ocean by the elements. After
the belief system of English Protestantism was set in place during the
first half of the sixteenth century, the second half saw English anti-
Popery take on political connotations in the face of the conflict with
Spain that England became embroiled in. The fact that Pope Pius V
had committed the Papacy to reconverting England, denouncing
Elizabeth as a heretic in 1570 and absolving English Catholics from
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their obedience to her, raised the fear of subversion being fostered
from within by Catholic emissaries who would, in time, become the
most feared of enemies: Jesuits. English Protestantism may have been
diverse and factious, but all were Protestants in the face of a Catholic
threat deemed to be both external and internal. Anti-Catholic senti-
ment was often at odds with the reality of an increasingly small and
weak English Catholic community, but the increasing politicized fear
of Catholicism found expression in the brutal and draconian Eliza-
bethan penal code. Popery was treasonous: as such it warranted the
utmost vigilance and the most severe penalties.

By 1600 all bar one of the themes that defined English anti-
Popery throughout the seventeenth century were in place. The final
one stemmed from the discovery of the Gunpowder Plot in 1605.
Again, this was perceived as another example of God’s providence,
when a plot to blow up King James I and parliament was uncov-
ered on 5 November 1605. Along with the accession of Elizabeth on
17 November, this became part of an English Protestant calendar that
served as a locus for anti-Catholic sentiment in future generations
(both dates were utilized extensively for public and politicized com-
memorations during the Exclusion Crisis). But it also provided the
paradigm of a Catholic conspiracy, of a secret and hidden plot bent to
a horrendous purpose. If the activities of Jesuit missionaries had ini-
tially given rise to this trope in the reign of Elizabeth, it was perfected
by the Gunpowder Plot in the reign of her successor.

Peter Lake has contended that English Protestantism defined itself
in terms of a binary opposition: that Catholicism, and its works and
attributions, were the polar opposite — the ‘others’ — of their English
Protestant counterparts.* Anthony Milton qualified this, suggesting
that the English had not fully shaken off their Catholic past, and that
both domestic and international realities forced uneasy attempts at
accommodation with Catholicism both within and without England
(though this did not imply compromise in the spiritual struggle). But
paradoxically, as the English Catholic community decreased in size
and thus in visibility, a belief in Catholic conspiracy seemed to grow.
After all, recusants were at least recognizable; in the 1630s and 1640s
fears of the hidden danger of Popery flourished.

But English Catholics were not the only Catholics. If, as Lake sug-
gested, anti-Catholicism required an ‘other’, and if English Protestant
identity had acquired specifically national connotations, then foreign
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Catholics became a more pronounced bugbear. After the restoration
of Charles II in 1660 English anti-Popery retained its visceral edge.
Protestant England had to survive, for by the 1670s there had been
unsettling developments as European Protestantism was weakened
after the Thirty Years War. Within England, Catholics were believed
to be at work for subversive purposes: the Jesuits were blamed for
the Great Fire of London in 1666. And across the English Channel
was potentially a more real danger in the shape of the reinvigorated
Catholic superpower that was Louis XIV’s France.

There was also a common view that there was another Catholic
threat to England’s west. Arguably, Ireland had always played a role
in English anti-Catholicism; from the rebellion of James Fitzmaurice
Fitzgerald in 1579 and the Nine Years War (1594-1603) to the events
of the 1641 rebellion, fears of Catholic Ireland had become part of the
mental world of English Protestants. Combined with Ireland’s over-
whelmingly Catholic population, often assumed of being capable of
collective treachery, these perceptions guaranteed that anti-Popery
retained a particular potency with regards to Ireland. However, it
would be equally, if not more potent, within Ireland itself.

III

In October 1641 Catholics in Ulster embarked upon a rebellion
against Protestant colonists in the province that rapidly escalated
across the island. On 22 October 1641 Sir Phelim O’Neill, MP for
Dungannon (amongst other things), called to Charlemont Fort in
Armagh under the pretext of dining with its governor, and proceeded
to take over the fort. Similar events happened across Armagh and
Tyrone over the next two days, as members of the Catholic landed
gentry captured various key positions by force and guile. These seem
to have been part of a larger scheme for a rebellion, as on 22 October
the government in Dublin were informed of a plan to capture Dublin
Castle and appropriate its arsenal. Having been duly warned, the
government imprisoned all those who were accused or suspected of
involvement. However, the failure of this did nothing to impede the
widespread revolt that soon followed.

These events were essentially a reaction to the plantation of Ulster
by British settlers in the first decades of the seventeenth century. The
nature and rhetoric of much of what happened in the weeks that
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followed illustrates that Catholic Irish insurgents sought to exact a
price upon many of those settlers.® The original purpose of the con-
spiracy headed by O’Neill was straightforward enough. The Catholic
gentry of Ulster sought a position of security and strength from
which to negotiate with Charles I on the principal issues of con-
cern to them at a time of great uncertainty, namely, the security of
their lands and religion. However, the limited capture of key posi-
tions in Ulster for specific purposes gave way to a popular rebellion
directed at the English Protestant colonists who had settled there
under the plantation. There was a deep groundswell of resentment
on the part of the Irish at those who were accurately perceived to
have supplanted them. As the rebellion fanned out from its core
in Armagh and the authority of the colonial government collapsed,
Protestant settlers were explicitly targeted for attack. Some of these
attacks stemmed from little more than banditry and robbery. Some
arose from ubiquitous socio-economic tensions. But alongside such
short-term considerations were deeper resentments. A visceral anti-
Englishness was evident as settlers were attacked and stripped before
being sent out into the winter. It was also illustrated by such macabre
events as the occasional mock trials of English cattle, and in the
concern with the eradication of the culture of the English colonists.
What also became evident was naked sectarianism as the symbols
of Protestantism were also attacked. Taken as a whole, the winter of
1641-1642 saw almost ritualized attempts to wipe out the physical,
cultural, and religious presence of the colonists in Ireland. The subse-
quent wars of the 1640s became a parallel theatre to the British Civil
Wars as well as an internecine conflict, and would only be ended
by the Parliamentarian reconquest of Ireland in 1649-1653. How-
ever, the initial months of the rebellion could be (and were) seen
as markedly distinct from the remainder of the conflict. Fears of a
repeat of the 1641 rebellion would prey on the minds of Irish Protes-
tants in the later seventeenth century. The reason was simple: it was
perceived as having been a concerted attempt to wipe out the Protes-
tant presence in Ireland. The events of 1641 came to be seen as the
ultimate proof of the barbarity of the Catholic Irish, a perception that
played a role in political discourse in both islands.

Traumatic experiences have often proved crucial in defining collec-
tive identities in the face of threats.® Despite the diversity of Ireland’s
Protestant communities, in subsequent decades 1641 became a
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touchstone for that aspect of their developing identity that perceived
their position in Ireland as besieged and under threat. Consequently,
there developed a specifically Irish tradition of anti-Popery, which,
while undoubtedly influenced by the stock imagery and rhetoric of
British anti-Popery, derived its potency from the structural reality
that Protestants in Ireland remained a minority in a country that
had been wracked by warfare in the 1640s and 1650s. The blunt
reality was that in 1641 the Catholic Irish embarked upon what even-
tually became a nationwide rebellion that was essentially directed
at Protestant — and in the early phases of the rebellion, primarily
English - colonists.

The rebellion was rightly assumed to be a defining moment in
Irish history. But what actually happened during it? The perception
was that the colonists had narrowly escaped extermination in an
unmitigated and brutal sectarian onslaught. The most recent and
substantive study readily identifies the basis for such Protestant fears,
outlining the extent of violence against the settlers, and its politicized
and ritualistic nature.” But the sheer extent of the assault across the
country was undoubtedly exaggerated. Lurid accounts of the torture
and massacre of British Protestant settlers became stock perceptions
of the rebellion, and atrocity stories published in the aftermath, and
decades later, emphasized the supposed lack of provocation for the
attacks upon Protestants. Allegations of planned and actual massacres
in Ireland were immediately evident in books and pamphlets pub-
lished in the immediate aftermath of the rebellion, as intention was
conflated with reality.® Many of the same types of atrocity would be
reiterated in the pamphlets: the drowning of prisoners, the brutal
murder of children, the disembowelling of pregnant women. Such
depictions drew upon long-established tropes of Catholic atrocities
stemming back to the Reformation that had been shaped by works
such as Foxe's Acts and Monuments: the Marian persecutions in Eng-
land, the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in France, and the excesses
of the Spanish in both the Americas and the Netherlands automat-
ically provided a paradigm of Catholic perfidy and brutality into
which the 1641 rebellion was itself integrated over time. Amidst a
welter of printed works that dwelt on the exaggerated atrocities of
the rebellion, there were others that strengthened such perceptions
by providing specifically Protestant interpretations of the rebellion,
along with the testimony of Protestants who had survived it. One of
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these was Henry Jones’ A Remonstrance of Divers Remarkable Passages
Concerning the Church and Kingdom of Ireland (1642).

Henry Jones was the Church of Ireland dean of Kilmore, straddling
a number of counties in the north-west of Ireland. The Remonstrance
arose from the commission he had headed that was appointed to
enquire into the losses endured by the Protestant survivors of the
rebellion; it was presented to the English parliament in March 1642
and was subsequently published. The vast bulk of the text consisted
of printed depositions that had been recorded by Jones and his col-
leagues. Within these testimonies, as taken down in the chaotic
aftermath of the rebellion, rumour and hearsay were reproduced
alongside eyewitness accounts of the rebellions, which served to
greatly exaggerate their cumulative effect. But the litany of horrors
that these accounts purported to reveal were essentially appendices
to an account of the rebellion that both prefaced them and had been
derived from them. According to Jones and his colleagues

There hath been beyond all parallel of former ages, a most bloody
and Antichristian combination and plot hatched, by well-nigh the
whole Romish sect, by way of combination from parts foreign,
with those at home, against this our church and state; thereby
intending the utter extirpation of the reformed religion, and the
professors of it.?

It was immediately obvious that no distinction would be made
between the various Catholic communities on the island. Accord-
ing to Jones, the rebels had expected assistance from France and
Spain, the two great Catholic powers of Europe, and had received the
blessing of the Pope for the enterprise. This Irish rebellion had been
planned for a long time, perhaps decades, and was to be linked to
uprisings in both England and Scotland. This interpretation would
prove potent: it was essentially reiterated during the Popish Plot
almost 40 years later, and was malleable enough to misrepresent
events to suit its purpose. Within popular discourse (insofar it can be
discerned), the dominant view of the rebellion was that articulated by
figures such as Jones. The atrocious nature and purpose of the rebel-
lion were revealed in the ample testimony presented to the English
parliament and reproduced in the Remonstrance. ‘But what pen can
set forth, what tongue express, whose eye can read, ear hear, or heart,
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without melting, consider the cruelties, more than barbarous, daily
exercised upon us by those inhuman, blood-sucking tigers!’*° Despite
such hyperbole, this view of the rebellion as an attempt at sectarian
genocide would be stoutly restated by another canonical account of
1641: Sir John Temple'’s The Irish Rebellion.

Temple had been the Irish master of the rolls, who had ultimately
taken the side of parliament during the wars of the 1640s. Oft cited,
his history rarely seems to receive adequate scholarly attention.!
Toby Barnard pithily defined the enduring relevance of The Irish
Rebellion in providing the ‘circumstantial detail and explanatory
framework’ to perpetuate a Protestant perspective on 1641.'% Its pur-
pose was set out in its preface: to reveal to readers ‘the sad story of
our miseries’.!* Temple had placed great emphasis on the veracity
and variety of the evidence that he sought to present, and readily

cast himself in the role of ‘public informer’:'

With a resolution most clearly to declare the truth.... All that I aim
at is, that there may remain for the benefit of this present age, as
well as of posterity, some certain records and monuments of the
first beginnings and fatal progress of this rebellion, together with
the horrid cruelties most unmercifully exercised by the Irish rebels
upon the British, and Protestants within this kingdom of Ireland."

It is debatable to what extent Temple himself set an agenda for future
Protestant analyses of Ireland and the Irish, or whether he was sim-
ply reiterating a point of view that would itself be repeated over time.
Certainly, he provided ‘the raw material from which Protestant mem-
ories were shaped and reshaped over generations’'® by printing large
numbers of extracts from witness accounts of the rebellion, and thus
provided raw material for future generations of polemicists; though
equally, his account would be viewed with scepticism by many. Tem-
ple was no advocate of persuasion or conciliation with regard to the
Catholic Irish; rather, in a manner redolent of the ‘penal laws’ of
the eighteenth century, he proposed ‘a wall of separation betwixt
the English and the Irish’'” as a preventative measure to ensure that
future generations of Protestants in Ireland might be saved from a
recurrence of the events of the rebellion. He referred to the basis
of his work in the testimony provided by the witness depositions
collected in the aftermath, correctly observing that the testimonies
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were ‘most commonly decried, and held by the Irish as very inju-
rious to their countrymen’.’® Their polemical value was not lost on
contemporaries. But Temple’s own definition of their purpose was
revealing: ‘to provide some general account of the losses suffered by
the British’, which accurately reflected their original purpose, but also
to authoritatively describe ‘the cruelties exercised by the Irish’.' His
claim that many of the deponents died soon after presenting their
testimony seemed to intensify their veracity; the depositions stood as
their final testament, and as a valediction. There were good reasons
to be adamant about this. Any doctoring of the record, to remove
awkward realities, would inevitably have implications for the future,
as the rebels would seek to ‘palliate their rebellion ... under the name
of a holy and just war’.?° In explaining the evident hostility of the
Irish towards the English, he emphasized religion, intertwined with
ethnicity; civility and religion were in this way inextricably linked.?!
The suffering of the Irish was due to the wrath of God, in punishment
for their sinfulness; and in such a reading the English were the instru-
ments of God’s wrath, being punished for their sins by the rebellion
but gaining given a chance to redeem themselves by their survival.?
The savage and barbarous nature of the Irish, and their unremitting
hostility to the English, was a running theme in his narrative as it
approached its terminal date of 1641, and he seemed to implicitly
concede that this loathing was mutual.”® However, he painted a rosy
picture of 40 years of relative peace and harmony prior to the out-
break of the rebellion, that on the one hand eroded any basis for
claiming that the rebellion had its origins in anything other than the
savagery of the Irish, while on the other set the scene for the brutality
he sought to describe, as presented in the evidence of the rebellion’s
Protestant victims.

Like Jones’ Remonstrance, the ideological and physical core of The
Irish Rebellion was to be found in the depositions printed within
it, and he emphasized that the basis of his work lay in these
testimonies.?* Over time such visceral depictions would gain a cumu-
lative effect. When stripped of the complexity of its background, the
technical reality of a Catholic rebellion against Protestant colonists
was that the battle lines inevitably adopted a religious tinge. In
time then 1641 could be depicted as a purely religious war, and its
events would retain a resonance. Protestant political argument in
the decades after the event became predicated on the fact that they



Restoration Ireland 17

remained an embattled minority, endangered in Ireland and aware
that they had come under attack in the past. But by the end of
the 1640s, the interpretation of the rebellion articulated by writers
such as Jones and Temple had influenced both the English Parlia-
ment’s decisive re-intervention in Irish affairs and the fact that many
of Ireland’s Protestants would align themselves with it. Alongside
these was the welter of ephemeral tracts and accounts that seemed
to offer further confirmation of what had happened. The rebels
had ‘shed abundance of English blood, and have vowed to destroy
all the Protestants now living in Ireland’.?® The Pope had ordered
Catholics to massacre ‘heretics’, and Catholics were instructed to
‘study your brains daily, to invent instruments of torture’.?® ‘The
rebels’ tyranny is great, that they put both man, woman and child
(that are Protestants) to the sword, not sparing either age, degree, sex
or their reputation.’”” In the immediate aftermath of the rebellion,
the perception of the rebellion that was being presented to English
audiences was of an untrammelled and horrific attempt at sectar-
ian genocide in Ireland. This perception of Irish events would have a
role to play in England throughout the decade, most especially when
England eventually turned its attention back to Ireland in 1649.

v

One of the principal reasons for the parliamentarian invasion of
Ireland was the strategic necessity to defeat royalist forces there, espe-
cially after the 1649 treaty between the incumbent viceroy, Ormond,
and the Confederate Catholics that seemed to presage an alliance
between them. In these circumstances, Oliver Cromwell had argued
that ‘they will in a very short time be able to land forces in England,
and put us to trouble here’, and furthermore, ‘I had rather be overrun
with a Cavalierish interest than a Scotch interest; I had rather be over-
run with a Scotch interest, than an Irish interest; and I think of all this
is most dangerous ... for all the world knows their barbarism.’?

It is reasonable to presume that 1641 was part of the latter consid-
eration. After all, much of the atrocity propaganda generated by the
rebellion had been printed in England for an English audience. But
the rebellion had a more immediate and visceral relevance to Protes-
tants in Ireland, many of whom perceived parliament as being the
best guarantor of their interests, and who consequently transferred
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their allegiance to it; Henry Jones, for example, became scoutmaster-
general of the Cromwellian army in Ireland. If, as Toby Barnard has
argued, the period between 1641 and 1660 was decisive in ensur-
ing the settler communities transition from viewing themselves in
ethnic terms as an English interest to viewing themselves in reli-
gious terms as a Protestant interest, the sense of danger provided
by the sectarian conflicts of the 1640s, and most especially the ini-
tial rebellion, was the catalyst that both created the change and
cemented it.?

The Cromwellian land settlement that followed the prosecution of
the war was intended to punish Irish Catholics for rebelling in 1641,
whilst ensuring that the threat they seemed to pose was neutralized,
and that the debts incurred by the prosecution of the war were
repaid. The solution that collectively seemed to fulfil most of these
objectives was the large-scale confiscation of Catholic land, and its
transfer into Protestant hands. Despite the fact that this had been
carried out by what was later deemed to be a regime that had usurped
the rightful monarch, after the restoration of Charles II in 1660 the
settlement was substantively preserved. The Irish Protestant inter-
est successfully sought to maintain the gains that so many of them
had made in the 1650s, for any restitution of the Catholic commu-
nity could only come at the expense of those Protestants who had
benefited from their dispossession.*® The utility of scaremongering
about a potential repeat of 1641 was not lost on those in the 1660s
who sought to block the implications of the Restoration settlement.3!
Certainly, the Catholic cleric John Lynch took the view that the
maintenance of the confiscations of the 1650s was the principal moti-
vation for inciting hatred against Catholics.*> But this is perhaps to
underrate the extent to which the Protestant perception of 1641 was
assimilated into genuine beliefs. Fears of a repeat of 1641 were useful,
but they were also quite genuine in the 1660s and beyond, as it was
assumed by some that ‘less will not content the Irish than the root-
ing out all English interest here’.>* Equally, opposing realities could
differ: ‘I suppose you have heard of a new Irish rebellion which has
made a great noise here, and I guess a greater with you, but I do not
find anything in it. It is said all was but a story, and therefore I shall
say no more of it.”** Over 13 years later, the threat to Protestant Ire-
land (and England) perceived during the Popish Plot derived strength
and credence from a belief in such perceptions, and the assumption
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that another Catholic rebellion along the lines of 1641 was immi-
nent. Vigilance would be required to forestall this ever coming to
pass. Indeed, in 1662 the Irish parliament codified the Protestant
interpretation of the rebellion into law by passing an act for its out-
break to be commemorated. Each year, on 23 October, a sermon was
to be preached at all Church of Ireland services to give thanks for
Protestant Ireland’s deliverance. No work was to be done on the day,
and attendance at the sermons was mandatory: reminders were to
be issued to the congregations on the preceding Sunday. If no ser-
mon was prepared, the text of the act itself, and the interpretation
of the rebellion that it contained, was to be read out in its stead:
that such a ‘conspiracy so generally inhumane, barbarous and cruel’
had been permitted to proceed was deemed a judgement of God on
Protestants, while its discovery and the assistance in suppressing it
that eventually came from England provided a glimmer of ‘redemp-
tion’; hence, the necessity for thanksgiving.?* This seemed to provide
a degree of ideological cohesion to the fractious Protestant interest
that should not be underestimated: the commemoration would per-
sist into the last quarter of the eighteenth century. But according to
the Catholic bishop and polemicist Nicholas French, writing in 1674,
‘it hath been a principal cause, and study of some statesmen near the
king, to oppress and overthrow the Catholics of Ireland, and at the
same time to persuade his Majesty, that we ought to be destroyed by
justice and law’.*® The basis for such efforts lay in a combination of
genuine fear and naked self-interest that rested on the assumption
that in 1641 Catholics had sought to wipe out Protestants in Ireland:
thus, Catholics were to be punished in a manner that would safe-
guard both the nascent Protestant interest and, crucially, the gains
that some of them had made. Ironically, the continued maintenance
of the dispossession of a sizeable chunk of Catholic Ireland fuelled
the fears of the Protestant interest that they remained in the shadow
of a repeat of 1641.

In or around 1672 Sir William Petty, who had overseen the land
surveys that facilitated the Cromwellian settlement, estimated the
Irish population to consist of 200,000 English, 100,000 Scots (deemed
Presbyterian) and 800,000 Irish (deemed Catholic).?” His analysis
went further: the Irish were inevitably linked to a foreign power in
the form of the Catholic Church, and the land settlement was the
key source of division on the island.*® The Irish may well have had
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valid grievances and thus were not inherently degenerate, but they
fully expected the restitution of what they had lost in the 1650s.%
What Petty had pointed out was the reality that in Ireland Catholics,
who had good reason to be aggrieved at their lot, vastly outnumbered
Protestants. However, other Irish Protestants could (and would) seek
to rationalize anti-Popery and its implications. In 1676 the ubiqui-
tous Henry Jones, now bishop of Meath, preached a sermon at Christ
Church in Dublin that offered a salutary lesson to Ireland’s Protes-
tants, and warned them of the dangers they faced with Antichrist
abroad in the world. Published in Dublin in 1676, a London edition
was published without alteration in March 1679 during the Popish
Plot, in an edition dedicated to Arthur Capel, earl of Essex, a previ-
ous lord lieutenant of Ireland and by 1679 a leading member of the
‘Whig’ opposition in England. Jones proceeded from the assumption
that ‘Ireland...is above all other nations in Europe, influenced by
the power of Rome... of this we have had memorials of former ages,
some of them fresh and bleeding’: the implicit reference could only
be to 1641, especially in Jones’ hands.*® The text was a dense and
complex biblical exegesis that sought both to explore and to explain
the machinations of Antichrist who, in the form of the Papacy, had
sought to destroy Protestants across Europe.

And can the bloody butcheries of poor Protestants by the cruel
Irish in Ireland be in this forgotten, when about one hundred
thousand perished anno 16417 Yet to that impudence is that now
risen, as to disavow any such rebellion of the Irish, or such their
murders of the innocent Protestants in Ireland; but daring to aver
on the contrary, that they themselves were the sufferers, and that
by the English and Protestants.*!

Scepticism about the nature of a Catholic plot, not to mention the
events of 1641, would be notably absent in August 1678, when the
first allegations about the Popish Plot were presented to the English
government. One part of the plot was to be the securing of Ireland
‘to the tyranny of the Pope...by a general rebellion and massacre
as formerly’.*?> The assumption was deemed to reflect the danger, for
Catholics were the enemy. For Irish Protestants, the most immediate
danger, as illustrated by their own historical experience, would be
from the Irish Catholics whom they lived amongst.
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The substantive preservation of the Cromwellian settlement went
hand-in-hand with the exclusion of Catholics from the power and
influence they expected to regain after 1660. Consequently, through-
out Charles’ reign, Irish Catholics sought to redress this by attempt-
ing both to refute the allegations made against them with regard
to 1641 and demonstrate their loyalty to the crown.*® Under the
aegis of the restoration, there had been a narrow settlement in Ire-
land legitimized under the auspices of the monarchy and established
church, and underpinned by the anomaly of the land settlement. The
problems that this presented were outlined by Sir John Temple’s son
William, in his unpublished ‘essay on the present state and settle-
ment of Ireland’.** Composed ¢.1668, it dealt with the settlement of
the 1660s and its flaws. But it did so in order to best determine how
‘to own and support that which is truly a loyal English Protestant
interest, and to make it as comprehensive as can be’.** Despite the fact
that the ‘English’ (according to Petty’s formulation) were drastically
outnumbered, they might not necessarily be the victims of another
rebellion: they had a strategic and military advantage in Ireland, and
could probably survive, especially as further support could come from
England itself.** However, the Catholic Irish were inevitably linked to
a foreign power in the form of the Catholic Church, the land settle-
ment remained hugely divisive, and while the Irish may well have
had valid grievances and were not inherently degenerate, and were
therefore capable of reform, they fully expected the restitution of
what they had lost in the 1650s.*” The ‘loyal English Protestant inter-
est’ was hardly oblivious to such matters. But the renewed Anglican
ascendancy had weaknesses of its own. They were a colonial commu-
nity who, despite occasional pretensions, remained aware that the
basis of their safety and security lay across the Irish Sea, in England.*
What they feared also had links across the sea. In Ulster there was
a substantial Scottish dissenter population, whose potential for dis-
affection and rebellion after the restoration was grounded in both
their activities during the 1640s and their relationship to their co-
religionists in Scotland.* And above all there were the dispossessed
Catholic Irish, who were rendered the more dangerous by the reli-
gion they shared with England’s enemies in Catholic Europe and
the links they had gradually forged with them, most especially with
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Catholic France.*® In January 1678 Sir Robert Southwell had observed
that war with France seemed imminent, and ‘it is manifest that our
enemy will do his best to excite problems both in Scotland and Ire-
land...and in this latter especially where all places lie naked to his
invasion...all who have their estates lying in that kingdom have
reason to be alarmed’.’! The English Protestant interest had fallen
between two stools, and they were acutely aware of it.

VI

Consequently, governments in Ireland throughout the 1670s sought
to stabilize and secure Ireland after decades of warfare and instability,
the consequences of which continued to linger.>> But they were in no
position to comprehensively address any of the questions with which
they were faced, or their implications; their slender financial and mil-
itary resources were inadequate. The implementation of policies was
thereby hamstrung, and two further issues emerged from this. First,
the inability to implement such policies as were deemed appropriate
ensured a degree of continual uncertainty about Irish affairs. Second,
this reality ensured that the various viceroys of the period would
be continually tasked with attempting to overhaul the branches of
the administration that overlay and sought to manage the realities of
Restoration Ireland.

The viceroyalty of Sir Arthur Capel, earl of Essex, exemplified this.
From a royalist background in Hertfordshire, Essex is best known for
the dubious circumstances in which he met his death in the Tower of
London in 1683. But diligence and ability were evident in his tenure
as lord lieutenant of Ireland (1672-1675). Fiscal and military reforms
formed key elements of his instructions, but there was also a marked
emphasis on religious matters. Essex had received private instructions
from Charles II, authorizing him to determine ‘what are the proper-
est ways to give satisfaction to all our subjects in that our kingdom,
in the point of liberty of conscience, without distinction of party,
what numbers of several persuasions there are and by what proper
means each party may best have its satisfaction’: this naturally (and
explicitly) extended to Catholics.>® The fact that Catholics made up
most of the population naturally ensured that this would have to be
a consideration, but it was exacerbated by the fact that in the 1660s
there had been attempts to rebuild the Catholic Church in Ireland
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after its decimation during the 1650s. This culminated in 1669 with
the appointment of three Catholic bishops to Ireland. One of them
was Oliver Plunkett.

Plunkett was a scion of a leading Old English family from Meath
who had enjoyed a glittering career in Rome throughout the 1650s
and 1660s before being appointed archbishop of Armagh. Hav-
ing returned to Ireland, he rapidly asserted himself, forging a de
facto accommodation with Essex’s predecessor, the pro-Catholic John
Berkeley, Baron Berkeley of Stratton. However, his reforming zeal and
attempts at accommodation with both the government and various
fractious groupings within Catholic Ireland began to alienate many
as the decade wore on: some of these disputes would return to haunt
him during the Popish Plot, when both he and Essex would have very
different roles to play.

Essex was also prepared to reach unofficial accommodations with
Plunkett and the Catholic Church through ostensibly severe but
actually moderate policies. Disarming Catholics was problematic,
given that ‘the crown had other enemies in Ireland...who had
been equally obnoxious’, namely, militant Presbyterians, mainly of
Scottish extraction. But there were important differences: Essex was
advised that Irish Catholics, ‘being poor and dispossessed of their
estates were desperate and more likely therefore to take violent
courses for the righting themselves’; Presbyterian loyalty, on the
other hand, would be guaranteed by self-interest.>* There were obvi-
ous concerns about their potential to cause unrest in Ulster, though
Essex was inclined to permit them a limited degree of toleration.
Such problems as they presented were augmented in coastal areas by
geography, for ‘the seditious preachers of Scotland’ often went on the
run in Ulster.>® A watching brief would be continually held on Pres-
byterians there, but ultimately, Catholics would always be deemed to
be the greater danger.

It was also obvious that the security of Ireland was deemed signifi-
cant to the security of England. In March 1673 the English House of
Commons resolved to prepare an address to the King ‘to represent to
him the state and condition of the Kingdom of Ireland; and the dan-
ger of the English Protestant interest’.>” When it was finally produced
it outlined a variety of measures for ‘the suppression of the insolen-
cies and disorders of the Irish Papists’.>® It was an implicit reminder
that Essex was in Ireland to maintain the Protestant interest. He
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was aware that there were commonly held fears amongst Protestants
regarding a breach of the land settlement.* This was based on both
scepticism about the motives of Charles himself and the reality of
Catholic discontent in Ireland.

Though I have ever since my coming into this country made it
my business to confirm all men in the belief that these acts would
never be in the least measure violated, yet have I always found
that the generality of the English who enjoy their estates upon
these new titles could not shake off their apprehensions of losing
them again.®

for ‘the Irish do almost universally discourse that they will have their
lands again’.%!

The security of the Protestant interest might have been the gov-
ernment’s priority, but it would also have to be paid for. The obvious
solution was to call a parliament in Ireland in order to provide monies
to do so, but the prevailing view was that the collection of the rev-
enue was best left in private hands. Richard Jones, earl of Ranelagh,
was a grandson of Richard Boyle, the first earl of Cork. He had sat as
MP for Roscommon in the Irish parliament of 1661-1666, and held a
number of financial appointments in the Irish administration there-
after. In March 1671 a consortium headed by Ranelagh had proposed
to Charles II that they could pay the substantial royal debts incurred
in the governance of Ireland between 20 December 1670 and 25
December 1675, whilst subsequently providing him with £80,000
directly into the Privy Purse over the next two years, on the condi-
tion that the consortium would pocket whatever proceeds remained.
Charles was in no position to refuse a seemingly alluring offer. It
may also have appealed to his authoritarian tendencies, as it enabled
him to govern Ireland without recourse to a parliament in a manner
that foreshadowed how he would govern England after 1681. The
undertaking was, essentially, a license for corruption on a huge scale.
Ranelagh and his partners were responsible for collecting revenue in
Ireland. What they provided to the king bought them favour and
political protection as they squeezed as much money out of the coun-
try as was possible in order to maximize their own profits, and cov-
ered up the traces of their activities by doctoring their records. This
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creative accounting, along with the ill-will engendered by their extor-
tionate activities, would return to haunt both Essex and Ormond.

One consequence of this was that the army in Ireland was starved
of funds, leaving it ‘really in a worse condition than ever they were
since his Majesties Restoration’; a want of money for the military had
allegedly been an issue in permitting the spread of the rebellion in
1641.% The awareness of such vulnerability could be accentuated by
fears of Catholic unrest. Copies of Nicholas French'’s Bleeding Iphige-
nia (another work from his pen that railed against the dispossession
of the Irish) were reportedly circulating in Connacht, and ‘the people
are so taken with it that in my opinion if twenty thousand volumes
had come over they would all have been bought up’; it presumably
had a certain attraction to those who had been dispossessed.®® At the
other end of the confessional spectrum, Thomas Otway, the Church
of Ireland bishop of Killala, was intent on dealing with Presbyterian
preachers in his diocese who ‘ride up and down the country like
martial evangelists with sword and pistols, as if they came not to
prate down; but storm our religion’.®* The weakness of the state in
Ireland ensured that such issues relating to the possibility of either
Catholic or Presbyterian insurrection were, as yet, unresolved. Such
institutional difficulties overlay more fundamental problems that
were highlighted by the crisis of 1678-1681.

But that crisis would be dealt with by a different viceroy. Essex’s
constant inquiries into Ranelagh’s activities irritated the king, and
Ranelagh pressed for a more congenial replacement. Ormond was
no friend of Ranelagh, but he had extracted a promise of reappoint-
ment from Charles and duly became lord lieutenant on 24 May 1677.
He formally took over from Essex on 24 August 1677. Once again,
Ormond was in control.

VIl

James Butler, twelfth earl and first duke of Ormond, was born into
one of the great Anglo-Norman families of Ireland, based in coun-
ties Kilkenny and Tipperary. He was brought up in England, and
stood out amongst his Catholic kin by having been raised a Protes-
tant. He succeeded to the earldom of Ormond in 1633, and came to
prominence in Irish affairs in the 1630s under the patronage of the
authoritarian viceroy Thomas Wentworth, later earl of Strafford. In
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the 1640s he fought against the Catholic forces that later coalesced
into the Confederate Association, based in Kilkenny, for Ormond had
alienated much of his family’s traditional power base by his actions
in the service of the government.

Ormond’s record as a political and military leader was chequered.
He was known for a ferocious if self-interested loyalty to the crown
and an uncompromising attitude towards Catholics shot through
with an occasional instinctive sympathy. He served as Charles I's
lord lieutenant for much of the decade, but was unable to reconcile
Charles’s willingness to treat with the Confederates in exchange for
assistance in the English Civil Wars with his own political and reli-
gious instincts; indeed, despite his allegiance to the king, Ormond
surrendered Dublin to parliament in 1647. He spent most of the
1650s in exile, occasionally rueing his conduct in the 1640s, before
returning to Ireland to serve as viceroy after the restoration of Charles
IT in 1660. Elevated to the title of duke in 1661, he oversaw much
of the Restoration settlement in Ireland and was detested by some
strands of Irish Catholic opinion for doing so; Nicholas French’s
Unkinde Desertor was basically an extensive attack upon Ormond,
whom he characterized as ‘a great bramble cruelly scratching and tor-
menting the Catholics of Ireland’.®® Yet, despite slipping in and out
of royal favour in the years after 1660, Ormond re-established him-
self. From his base in Kilkenny he was perceived by many as one of, if
not, the wealthiest and most influential aristocrats in the three king-
doms. This was undoubtedly true of Ireland: Ormond was an obvious
choice to govern it.

‘After my Lord of Ormond had passed over 70 years in different
fortunes, another surge of favour set him a fourth time in the gov-
ernment of Ireland.’®® Soon after his reappointment, he set down his
assessment of the condition of Ireland.®’” Within it, his traditional
dislike of Presbyterians was obvious. But he was aware that realisti-
cally, they could not be subjected to the rigours of the law without
a corresponding level of repression being applied to Catholics. The
resources to do either were scarcely available, and the economic con-
sequences of such a policy were potentially disastrous. On the other
hand, inaction by the government might simply embolden prospec-
tive malcontents even further. He suggested instead a continuation
of the policy of de facto indulgence, to defuse more radical and
unacceptable activities, especially on the part of Presbyterians. Thus,
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Ormond recommended that the parlous condition of the Irish armed
forces be rectified with all available finances. He enquired as to when
an Irish parliament might be called, and noticed certain irregularities
in the Irish revenues.

These were the issues that Ormond was faced with at the outset of
his tenure. They were essentially carried over from that of his prede-
cessor. He was still dealing with them a year later when he was forced
to deal with the additional difficulty of the Popish Plot.



2

The Popish Plot in Ireland,
September 1678-May 1679

Ireland had a role to play in the Popish Plot from the outset. Amongst
many other things, Titus Oates had claimed that the Catholic arch-
bishop of Tuam, James Lynch intended ‘to procure some Persons to
dispatch the king’.! Furthermore, there were plans to facilitate ‘the
French king’s landing in Ireland... the Irish Catholics were ready to
rise, in order to which, there was forty thousand black bills pro-
vided, to furnish the Irish soldiers withal’.? The Jesuits were also
implicated: Peter Talbot, the Catholic archbishop of Dublin, had sup-
posedly claimed that ‘the fathers of the society in Ireland were very
vigilant to prepare the people to arise, for the defence of their liberty
and religion, and to recover their estates’.> Emissaries were sent to
Ireland to lay the ground for a rebellion, and within months the Irish
were reportedly ready to rise. Ormond was supposedly ‘in a great per-
plexity, to see Catholic religion thrive so well’, and there were many
who, at the behest of the Jesuits, ‘resolve to cut the Protestants throats
again, when once they rise’.*

Ormond was to be murdered by four Irish Jesuits, which would
be the signal for the rebellion to begin. Should this attempt on the
viceroy’s life fail, ‘Dr Fogarty’ (who was alleged to have orchestrated
the Southwark fire of 1676 and secured the services of four Irishmen
to murder the king) would deal with him.’> The Catholic Church
had given permission to the Irish to swear the oaths of allegiance
and supremacy, a Papal legate was now alleged to be in Ireland,
and garrisons across the country had been infiltrated, all of which
were intended to facilitate ‘the design of the Jesuits; which was, to
raise a rebellion in the three kingdoms, and to destroy the king’.¢

28
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The implication that the Protestants in those kingdoms were also to
be destroyed hardly needed restating.

Oates tailored his account to suggest that he possessed inside
knowledge. ‘Its lack of originality was no disadvantage, for it told
of the sort of Popish design which the anti-Catholic tradition had
made all too familiar to English Protestants.”” It was crucial to the
manner in which Oates had revealed this that he had apparently
done so in the nick of time. His original allegations had been treated
warily, but any chance that the plot might fade away would end in
London on 17 October, when the body of Sir Edmund Bury Godfrey
was found, run through with his own sword. The previous day, the
concern of the English government about his allegations was made
manifest in the report delivered to Charles II on the content of the
papers of York’s secretary Edward Coleman, which in itself would
have given a further impetus to the investigation into the plot.® How-
ever, Godfrey’s body was (and would become) an altogether more
public matter, and its significance was lost on no-one: ‘pray God it be
not Sir Edmund Bury Godfrey’, exclaimed one of its discoverers.” The
political impact of Godfrey’s sinister demise ensured that the plot was
here to stay. It was bound to have repercussions throughout all three
kingdoms.

I

There was an obvious Irish dimension to this ‘self-consciously British’
story.!” First, there was to be an attempt by Irish assassins to kill
the king. Second, there was to be a Franco-Irish rebellion that would
involve the extermination of Protestants in both Ireland and Britain.

Allegations of this nature were nothing new. They had cropped
up at intervals in both islands since at least the 1640s.!' Tt was
inevitable that Protestants in Ireland would pay attention to such
rumours: after all, they would probably find themselves on the front
line of any Anglo-French conflict. Despite the multifaceted politi-
cal and religious identities that existed within Protestant Ireland, a
pragmatic solidarity amongst otherwise diverse strands of Protestant
opinion could be reformulated at moments of actual, or perceived,
danger.'” For example, the treaty signed in February 1674 that ended
the second Anglo-Dutch War could be seen as a capitulation by the
(Protestant) Dutch that conceded an advantage to the (Catholic)
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French, and prompted one John O’Daly in Cork to claim that ‘the
king of France and the subduing of the Hollanders’ had encouraged
the lawlessness of the Irish.

For no doubt the king of England will condescend to anything
that shall be by the king of France demanded. And the curse of
God light upon those that were in power for to own him for their
sovereign, and that did not rather cut off his head as his father
was, knowing him always inclinable and favourable to the Irish.!

Suspicions about the pro-French inclinations of Charles II were com-
monly held and entirely justified; his alignment with Catholic France
became even more unpopular as the decade wore on.!* Ireland natu-
rally played a role in Protestant assessments of Catholic intentions
in general, and French intentions in particular: as the most over-
whelmingly Catholic of the Stuart kingdoms, it was an obvious place
to attack. In January 1678 the Munster landowner and politician Sir
Robert Southwell observed that war with France seemed imminent,
and ‘it is manifest that our enemy will do his best to excite problems
both in Scotland and Ireland...and in this latter especially where all
places lie naked to his invasion...all who have their estates lying in
that kingdom have reason to be alarmed’.’> Here was an acute aware-
ness that the French might exploit Ireland’s dispossessed Catholic
majority, who in turn might themselves exploit the French in order
to retrieve their lands at the expense of those, like Southwell, who
now possessed them.

The contours of both the Catholic and Protestant communities of
Restoration Ireland were shaped by factors common to both. Along-
side the obvious distinctions of political and religious principle, class,
ethnicity, affinity, familial links, personal history (especially with
regards to the 1640s), residence, and regional origin all had a part in
elaborating the complexities of confessional identity. Yet other com-
mon factors could be discerned. Just as the diversity of Protestant
Ireland could be concealed beneath the carapace of common fears,
so too could the diversity of Irish Catholic identity be concealed by a
common rhetoric of dispossession and injustice articulated by most
strands of Irish Catholic opinion. Just like its Protestant counter-
part, the Catholic political interest was no monolith. If ‘the ethos of
restoration Ireland favoured individual self-help through networks of
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clientage and ingratiation rather than group action’,'® this character-
istic was shared across the denominational divide; indeed, the nature
of the restoration settlement had made it a necessity."” However,
the precise ‘political configuration of the Irish Catholic community’
remains difficult to delineate.’® The state that emerged in Ireland
after 1660 was, de facto, a Protestant one. One of the few issues
to shed light on the politics of Catholic Ireland is the abortive
‘remonstrance’ of 1661: an attempt to reconcile the perennial con-
flict between Catholic spiritual allegiance to the papacy with Catholic
political allegiance to the crown.! The remonstrance was consistent
with the tradition of constitutional allegiance that helped to define
the ‘Old English’ prior to the 1640s, but proved disastrously divisive
amongst both the Catholic clergy and laity. Traces of that division
would continue to resonate during the Popish Plot.

II

On 28 September 1678 Sir Henry Coventry, the English secretary of
state for the southern department, had written to Ormond telling
him of the role Ireland had played in Oates’s allegations. Ormond was
ordered to arrest Peter Talbot and to monitor any suspicious Catholic
activities, in order ‘to provide such speedy remedies for the obstruc-
tion of those evils’.?* He observed that ‘if Oates tale be true, the Jesuits
have found a short and sure way to put me out of the government’.?!
But he also conceded that there might well be ‘an ill design one way
or the other’.?

Prior to the disclosure of Oates’s allegations, Ormond had been pre-
occupied with plans to call a parliament in Ireland. This had been his
overriding priority since his reappointment as viceroy, primarily in
order to provide money to provide for the otherwise neglected Irish
military establishment, but permission to proceed with this had not
yet been forthcoming when news of the plot arrived in Ireland.?
Paradoxically, any delay in calling a parliament would delay the
chance to bring Ireland’s dilapidated army and fortifications up to
scratch at a time when they might be needed most.?*

Any attempt to provide for Ireland’s security would have to con-
front two key issues. After the experience of Ranelagh’s undertaking,
the disgruntled representatives of the Protestant interest who would
sit in any prospective parliament were unlikely to provide money
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to the government without something tangible to show for it. As a
sweetener, Ormond intended to introduce legislation to confirm the
holdings of all landowners in Ireland. But this would be seen auto-
matically to favour Catholic landowners by confirming them in their
holdings alongside Protestants, while closing the still contested land
settlement to outstanding claims or future alterations. Such prob-
lems were compounded by Poyning’s Law: any legislation proposed
in Ireland had to be approved by the English Privy Council, who
would not necessarily like what they saw. And even before it could
raise money, the government still had to determine how much could
be raised. An answer to this would necessitate a full accounting of
the undertaking. For Ranelagh, who could potentially be endangered
by what might be disclosed about his activities, an obvious means
to defend himself was to discredit Ormond, who within days was
bluntly informed that Ranelagh and his associates planned to smear
him as being partial to Catholics, and that the implementation of his
orders would be taken as the marker of his ‘inclination’.*® Ormond
subsequently reassured Coventry (who like Ormond was known for
his loyalty to the court) that he would act upon his orders, and so
ordered Peter Talbot’s arrest.?® This was the first act of the Irish gov-
ernment as it sought to investigate the Popish Plot: it would remain
the only one for some time.

Peter Talbot and his younger brother, Richard, were two of the most
prominent Irish Catholic figures of the restoration period, for reasons
that did not endear them to the Protestant interest. They were scions
of a leading Old English family from the Pale; Peter had entered the
priesthood, and Richard had embarked on a military career. Both
were ardent royalists, and both had been heavily involved in the Irish
Catholic émigré politics of the 1650s. Peter had assiduously sought to
enlist the assistance of Catholic powers on the continent on the side
of the royalist cause in general, and that of Irish Catholics in partic-
ular. Richard had fought in the Spanish service in the 1650s, where
he became very close to York, and after 1660 he became a promi-
nent agent at court for dispossessed Irish Catholics. Peter also rose to
further prominence, being appointed archbishop of Dublin in 1669,
in which capacity he proved a zealous opponent of the supporters of
the 1661 remonstrance, and entered into an acrimonious and lengthy
dispute with Oliver Plunkett — who had been appointed archbishop
of Armagh at the same time as Talbot — over the primacy of their
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respective sees. As prominent Irish Catholics, the Talbot’s fell foul
of an increasingly anti-Catholic English parliament in 1673: Peter
was banished from Ireland in 1673, and Richard, who had attracted
particular abbrobrium for having sought a review of the Irish land
settlement, left for France in the same year. But by 1678 both were
back in Ireland; in Peter’s case, he had essentially returned there
to die.

Peter Talbot was staying with Richard in Luttrellstown, County
Meath, when the Popish Plot came to light. Ormond was sceptical
of reports of his ill-health, or at least he chose not to be troubled
by them.?”” On 11 October Talbot was arrested and taken to Dublin
Castle.”® Ormond’s antipathy towards Talbot was obvious, as he had
stressed that while the rest of his orders were to be implemented
warily, he intended to see Talbot arrested speedily.? ‘Peter Talbot
has undertaken or been assigned much the least wicked part of this
tragedy, and that this is not the first time he has been said to have
encouraged the acting of it.”*° Politicking of various kinds had marked
Talbot’s career, including allegations that he had made threats against
Ormond’s life in 1664; presumably this was what the viceroy had
in mind.

However, nothing could be proven against Talbot. Apart from one
seemingly innocuous document (‘this he took care should be found
on him’), there was no material evidence.?' But after the discovery of
Godfrey’s body in London Ormond could assume that he would soon
be under increasing pressure to take measures to forestall the prospect
of a Catholic rebellion. With regards to Catholics, Ormond’s personal
history and career had brought him to a point where he was neither
‘“transported with fury against them...because some of them, and
perhaps too many are traitors and murderers; nor trusting too much
to them, because I believe some of them are good subjects and honest
men’. However, he was quite aware that ‘it may be unseasonable to
profess such a temper’.*? In hindsight, it was perceived that ‘to make
Ormond a sacrifice, was a thing of highest merit. And nothing could
do it more, than to shew how much Irish he was; what a favourer
of Popish councils he had been; and how dangerous he still was to
England in all these things’.3* As the climate of fear generated by the
Popish Plot intensified in England, it was perhaps inevitable that this
would become an issue. Ormond manoeuvred as well as any, and
survived better than most, but the Crown’s enemies would inevitably
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be his, and there would always be room for those who were simply
his enemies, and his alone. He was already concerned about ‘what
may be said in refutation of the suggestion of my being a favourer of
the Papists’.3

The examinations of those arrested, along with a report on the
activities of the Irish government, were despatched to London to be
presented to the House of Lords in late October.*® Proclamations had
been issued in Ireland on 14-16 October, just after Talbot’s arrest:
troops were ordered back to their garrisons, and it was ordered that
the Catholic hierarchy be suppressed (pointedly, the latter referred to
the lax enforcement of similar proclamations issued under Essex).3¢
20 November was set as the deadline for Catholic clergy to quit the
kingdom. Or as Luke Wadding, the Catholic bishop of Ferns, later
put it:

For we have a proclamation,
To banish wholly from this nation,
All Popish prelates with their friars,
And send them to attend their choirs,
To say their masses in France and Spain,
And never to return again.®”

This proclamation was the first public indication of how the Irish
government intended to deal with the Popish Plot. When the English
parliament met in London on 21 October, genuine fears about the
existence of a plot were evident in its continual preoccupation with
investigating it. But in Ireland, the lack of a parliament meant there
was no institutional framework within which to coherently express
the concerns of the Protestant elite. Consequently, sporadic and
intermittent rumblings about the intentions of the Catholic Irish
began to emerge elsewhere. Walter Harris of Dublin, for example,
who owned lands in Wicklow, was advised against further investment
in the county by two Catholic tenants who had previously recom-
mended it as a good deal, but now changed their minds because of
‘some fears ... of the French king’. Reminding Harris of the ‘late rebel-
lion’, they assured him that ‘there were much sadder times at hand
than ever’. Harris did not buy the land, but concluded ‘that there
might be some evil design of the Papists in hand’.*® The assumption
was automatic. Yet there was no overt reason to believe that anything
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was going to happen: Peter Talbot, the most significant Irish suspect,
had admitted nothing, and no evidence had emerged against him.*

He was not the only suspect. Other figures had been implicated by
Oates, most notably his brother Richard, and Ormond’s elderly uncle
Edmund Butler, Viscount Mountgarret.*® Vague and sinister reports
continued to emerge: of dubious contacts between members of the
Connacht gentry and unknown figures in Germany and France, of
the presence of a Jesuit in Sligo attempting to recruit to the French
and Papal cause, and of questionable rumours that unusually large
numbers of Catholics were suddenly attending mass in Athy.*' The
recorder of Galway was concerned about the possible murder of
Martin French, an Augustinian Friar who had sworn treason some
years earlier against James Lynch, the Catholic Archbishop of Tuam
who was implicated by Oates.*> And the gentry of Queen’s County
suspected the captain of their militia was a Catholic.*® In the early
phases of the Popish Plot, there were enough hints and suggestions
of this kind to feed a burgeoning belief in the existence of its Irish
dimensions.

III

These reports were rumours. Information circulated readily within
the interlocking networks of trade, travel, and human interaction in
early modern Ireland. This would later be evident in the accounts of
Irish informers whose allegations often rested on the accumulation
of information from person to person. However, while such personal
networks were sufficient to facilitate the spread of information, they
were unable to verify it properly. In early modern Ireland the infras-
tructure of transport and communication was far less developed than
its English counterpart: it simply did not exist at a level sophisticated
enough to offer proof or confirmation of what might be alleged or
heard.** Rumour and news could travel a long way without neces-
sarily being discredited, and were quite capable of crossing the Irish
Sea without losing their assumed integrity. They were sufficiently
self-contained to survive.

Oral culture and rumour were only partially removed from scribal
and printed culture. Admittedly, the relative underdevelopment of
print culture in Ireland rendered it a predominantly oral society that,
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by its nature, may have been more susceptible to rumour and sug-
gestion. In Ireland, both the scribal and printed word could become
vehicles for rumour: they could complement other forms of commu-
nication instead of simply being a substitute for them. News read
and discussed in a coffee-house, for example, could easily begin to
travel beyond its walls by word of mouth. Ballads, songs, and prayers
facilitated the intersection between print and oral culture, and com-
munal reading, along with rumour, gossip, and hearsay, would bring
the written word to a greater audience.* The more circumscribed
nature of print culture in Ireland as opposed to England may have
imposed limits on this, but the written word in Ireland, whether in
manuscript or print, undoubtedly influenced and reflected its spoken
counterpart. For example, proclamations issued in Ireland during the
Popish Plot dealt with issues such as the presence of Catholic clergy,
Catholics within towns, and Catholic ownership of weapons.*® These
proclamations were inevitably seen, read, and heard in public, and
thus could serve to remind onlookers of the potential danger posed
by Catholics. Oral culture filled the gaps between the literate. It could
easily bolster the awareness of a perceived Catholic danger.

All of which prompts reflection on the nature of rumours
themselves.*” Falsehood and exaggeration are part of their nature,
but that does not make them irrational if couched within the appro-
priate framework. Their significance lay in their implications; their
explanatory power derived from their malleability. They may have
been bolstered by the absence of contradictory evidence, but rumours
would have had at least some plausible basis. They could be sincerely
believed, but also cynically manipulated. A belief in the malevolent
intentions of Catholics was unlikely to be dispelled by a rumour
that corresponded to expectations that went hand-in-hand with that
belief. And such rumours were the lifeblood of the Popish Plot in
both Britain and Ireland.

But the semi-secret nature of rumours dovetailed with the equally
shady interpretive framework of a conspiracy. The idea that there was
a Catholic conspiracy to destroy Protestants was not inherently irra-
tional. On its own terms, it made perfect sense to those who believed
it. Catholicism was often depicted in conspiratorial terms: Andrew
Marvell’s An Account of the Growth of Popery and Arbitrary Government
in England (1677), while mainly concerned with Catholicism as a tool
of French influence, was probably the best known example of this.*®
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A belief in a conspiracy was a means of making sense of the scattered
fragments of information at ones disposal, and in a manner that was
‘logically coherent with the prevailing interpretation patterns of a
group, nation, culture, religion’.** Against the backdrop of what was
expected of them, scattered reports of dubious activities might sug-
gest that Irish Catholics were indeed up to something. Such rumours
reflected a belief and had the capacity to nurture it still further.

v

An obvious response to such reports came in the form of a number of
proclamations issued in late October and early November. Catholics
and certain categories of recusants (such as tradesmen) were to be
expelled from towns, and the oaths of supremacy and allegiance were
to be imposed on the latter. Catholics were also barred from owning
weapons (and anyone from possessing more than a pound of gun-
powder), and any weapons in Catholic hands were to be surrendered
within 20 days.*® However, the response to the first proclamation
banishing Catholic clergy from Ireland had been poor; it was ignored
by Oliver Plunkett, and had been openly defaced in Waterford.*! Con-
sequently, all ships in Irish ports were ordered to take Catholics on
board, thereby removing any excuse for Catholic clergy to remain in
Ireland.>?

Ormond was already becoming sceptical about whether this plot
actually existed. He accepted that an Irish rebellion was a possibil-
ity, for ‘the alarums are many and great that we hear from all parts
of the kingdom’, but he was also aware that a rebellion could easily
be provoked in a tense political climate, and that events in England
would naturally have a bearing on Ireland: speeches in the Long
Parliament almost 40 years previously regarding ‘the extirpation of
Popery were some cause or at least some pretence for the beginning
of that rebellion in 1641’.%3

Geography, an overwhelmingly Catholic population and weak mil-
itary forces ensured that Ireland was easily perceived as the most
vulnerable and potentially dangerous of the three kingdoms. From
November 1678 onwards, with a new parliament in session, the
English Privy Council began to take repressive measures against
Catholics in England. It was inevitable that it would devote some
time to the Irish component of that plot.** In November 1678
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the English secretary of state, Joseph Williamson, congratulated the
mayor of Chester for his assiduousness in apprehending Irish officers
who, having been dismissed from the royal service, were now return-
ing to Ireland, and instructed that records of such officers should
be kept, regardless of whether they had been granted permission
to go to Ireland.>® Some had commissions to join a regiment to be
commanded by Ormond’s nephew Justin McCarthy, an Irish officer
who had served in the French army during the 1670s.° Yet such
officers were marked out by their religion and nationality. The fact
that they had commissions caused consternation in parliament after
it was revealed that Williamson had issued them, and had there-
fore exempted Irish Catholic officers from the oaths of allegiance
and supremacy: both he and McCarthy were detained, while Colonel
John Birch, MP for Weobley, claimed in the House of Commons that
Ireland ‘is not free from the plot’.>” Allegations of an Irish dimension
to the Popish Plot were plausible to an English Protestant audi-
ence, even if such credulity, as can be discerned, was confined to
the English political elite. The assumption that there was likely to
be an Irish Plot alongside (or within) the Popish Plot was perpetu-
ated by other allegations of preparations for a rebellion in Ireland,
along with Catholic plans for ‘the king’s death and the subversion
of the Protestant religion’.’® Irish Catholics were identified as poten-
tially disloyal or dangerous, and concerns about them were voiced in
both islands, but the most prominent, vocal, and consistent warn-
ings issued forth from Munster, as Roger Boyle, earl of Orrery, began
to make his opinions known.

Orrery was born into what was, in the first decades of the sev-
enteenth century, the richest and most powerful family in Ireland:
he was the son of Richard Boyle, first earl of Cork. Orrery had
risen to prominence in the 1640s, as one of the political and mil-
itary leaders of Munster’s Protestants. Quite militantly Protestant,
he had officially transferred his allegiances to parliament in 1644
in response to the truce Ormond had negotiated with the Confed-
erate Catholics, and became a key Irish ally of the Commonwealth
during the Cromwellian reconquest. He continued to serve the new
regime, being briefly appointed lord president of Scotland and sitting
in Westminster as MP for Cork. In 1657 he had encouraged Cromwell
to adopt the title of king, and when Cromwell declined Orrery retired
to Cork. He was drawn back into public affairs at the restoration,
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becoming a prominent advocate of the Irish Protestant interest and
doing his utmost to preserve the gains of the 1650s. He retained this
role for much of the rest of his life, but while his importance was
reflected in the award of an earldom (his title only dated from 1660)
and his appointment to the regional position of lord president of
Munster, the distrust engendered by his personal history ensured that
he would never be appointed viceroy. That role, both in the 1660s
and later in the 1670s, went to a figure he seemed to have had little
time for: Ormond.

By 1678 Orrery’s long and protean career was winding down, as
stricken by gout he continued to fulfil his personal interest in the
safeguarding of Munster. The province had been heavily colonized in
successive waves from the sixteenth century onwards, but it had been
the brutal sectarian warfare of the 1640s that proved instrumental
in forging the militant colonial identity of its Protestant commu-
nity. Orrery exemplified this. However, the militancy of Munster
Protestants was based on their contemporary circumstances as much
as their history. They retained fears of Catholic subversion from
within and invasion from without: the vulnerability of the south-
ern coast was also the reason for the construction of the massive
edifice of Charles Fort at Kinsale in the late 1670s. Low immigra-
tion to the province after 1660 had ensured the continued survival
of the Catholic population as an economic necessity, and Munster’s
southern coastal location, hemmed in by the Atlantic Ocean and
bisected by the river Shannon, made it an obvious place for a French
landing.*

Vigilance was obligatory. By November 1678 Orrery had noted
the large numbers of dispossessed Irish in the country, along with
the impudence of Catholic clerics who were supposedly conduct-
ing synods.®® Such concerns were rapidly magnified by the surprise
arrival in Cork of Irish Catholic officers in the regiment of Thomas
Dongan, a nephew of the Talbots (and future governor of New York).
This arose from the same circumstances that had rebounded on
Williamson and McCarthy: Dongan’s unit had recently been recalled
from the French service, and was allegedly responsible for unspeci-
fied ‘disorders’. Ormond was inclined to discount this, but was also
aware that the presence of such a force was bound to cause unease
as it was ‘wholly composed of Papists’. It was unclear what to do
with them.®' Orrery had instructed that these officers be detained
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on arrival at Kinsale, though some of them later explained their
situation and assured him that no more were to arrive, despite
rumours to the contrary.®? Orrery seemed satisfied, but the episode
illustrated his alertness where Catholics were concerned.®® This was
further illustrated by the attention he devoted to a letter circulat-
ing in Munster claiming that ‘one Mr Fitzgerald of Connaught’ had
told Ormond that ‘nothing could hinder the plot’ which sought
with the aid of numerous ‘great persons’ and the French to make
the Catholics the ‘masters of Ireland’, though ‘had any such thing
been, I know I should have had notice of it from his Excellency
my Lord Chancellor’ (his kinsman Michael Boyle, archbishop of
Dublin).®* Such professed confidence in the government did not pre-
vent Orrery from inquiring after such matters on his own behalf.
Ormond himself conceded the circumstantial proof of ‘some wicked
designs ready to be put into execution’, while emphasizing the exis-
tence of those ‘honester Irish’ who were warning their Protestant
neighbours.®

Preventative measures continued. Two proclamations, on 19-20
November, exempted Catholic merchants and travellers from expul-
sion provided that they gave their names to the authorities, offered
rewards of £20 for the apprehension of Jesuits, and ordered that
Catholics of less than 12 month’s residence were to be expelled from
towns, barred from entry to fairs and markets, and banned from gath-
ering in large numbers. These, like many others issued in Ireland,
were all reprints of English proclamations.®® But the issuing of such
public warnings in the form of proclamations was not necessarily a
vigorous and active policy. Ormond’s analysis of the situation did not
require one: he had not found any hard evidence of a plot, and was
not inclined to take measures that might provoke substantial unrest.
However, he was also aware that such a stance could pose a danger to
him in the realm of English politics.

Ormond was well aware that in London, the ‘frights’ of Protes-
tants would be blamed on him, despite his increasing conviction
that there was actually little to fear. It had already been claimed
in the English House of Lords that the Catholics of Waterford and
Dublin were ‘strangely insolent’ and ‘it is whispered’ that Ormond
had not seized Talbot’s papers, an innuendo that could neither be
proven nor disproven.®’” Indeed, the lack of any proof of a plot
was becoming increasingly obvious: ‘the real or pretended fears of
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some considerable men, have put the common sort of English and
Protestants almost out of their wits, especially in Munster, from
whence the terror is diffused throughout the whole kingdom, to the
great disheartening of the English and encouragement of the disaf-
fected Irish’. He almost certainly meant Orrery. The final point was
the key: if no rebellion was stirring, stringent action was superflu-
ous, but inactivity would leave him vulnerable to further accusations
of favouring Catholics. If he was to take more severe measures
purely to defend his own position, he ran the risk of provoking
the very rebellion he sought to prevent. Ormond readily acknowl-
edged the miserable state of Ireland’s defences, and the capacity of
the Irish to attack isolated Protestants, but this had to be tempered
by the knowledge that retaliation would surely follow. However, the
continual scaremongering did not help matters. The delicate equilib-
rium of restoration Ireland was amply revealed in this judgement.®®
Ormond’s main fear was that his counsel might be requested in
England, and if absent from Ireland, his control over events there
would be automatically diminished.® This was becoming a very real
concern, as ‘the overtures from my lord Orrery were not directed to
me but I have reason to believe they are sent into England’.”
Orrery’s career had left him well connected in all three kingdoms,
and given Ormond’s view of the situation this could only compound
his difficulties: his prudence might not be perceived as zeal. Since
the beginning of the crisis, Ormond had sought to safeguard his own
position, and keep himself as well informed as possible about affairs
in London. In this he could depend upon a number of figures, most
obviously his sons Thomas, earl of Ossory, and Richard, earl of Arran,
along with Coventry and Sir Robert Southwell, the Cork-born clerk
of the English Privy Council. And there were others: Francis Aungier,
earl of Longford, a former Irish vice-treasurer to whom Ormond was
related by marriage, and the Irish chief secretary Sir Cyril Wyche, who
resided in London throughout this period. Indeed, it was to Wyche
that Ormond outlined the reasoning behind his stance in the great-
est detail. True, there were a disproportionate number of Catholics
vis-a-vis Protestants in Ireland compared with England, ‘yet despite
this it cannot hence be infused that we are at their mercy; on the
contrary, I think they are more at ours’. Harsher measures against
them would be unrealistic and provocative: even a small insurrec-
tion, he argued, could attract the attention and involvement of the
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French. He was highly critical of Orrery and his ‘ensnaring overtures’,
the purpose of which was obviously ‘to manifest his extraordinary
vision and forecast’. Should nothing happen in Ireland Orrery was
a loyal and diligent subject; should anything happen, he was also
the correct one. Ormond was quite willing to state that Orrery was
deliberately scaremongering to discredit the government (and thus
the viceroy) in the eyes of Protestants, and for essentially cynical
reasons, for ‘I will not say that some private ill-will to some par-
ticular persons has a part in his propositions, or that he would be
content there should be another rebellion that there may be another
distribution of lands, but I am satisfied all he proposes looks very
like it.””!

In this context Ormond had good reason to be concerned about
ongoing rumours circulating in London that rapacious Catholic
troops prowled the Irish countryside, poised to attack, or that Dublin
swarmed with Catholics while the entire munitions store for the king-
dom lay unguarded and thus for the taking; suggestions of unrest that
were, with the exception of an attempted robbery at Naas, vigorously
refuted.”? After all, this was a time when anti-Catholic sentiment was
running high in England, and it would be prudent for Ormond not
to become embroiled in it, for even those close to the king could feel
its effects. In late November the duchess of Portsmouth (Charles II’s
mistress) was obliged to dispense with her Irish servants, a suggestive
indicator of the anti-Irish dimension of an anti-Catholic climate.”®
Yet Ormond was assured that his own actions to date were considered
satisfactory.”* Charles was not inclined to give too much credence to
Orrery, for ‘he knew him to be a rogue, and would ever continue so’.”
It was undoubtedly a useful vote of confidence.

But Ormond was left in no doubt as to Orrery’s opinion.
Throughout November and December Orrery bombarded him with
immensely detailed letters outlining the terror under which the locals
suffered and his own vigilant attempts to safeguard the province of
Munster.”® All were prompted by the miserable condition of Munster
defences, the alleged insolence of Munster Catholics and the prevail-
ing fears of Munster Protestants. Orrery also bewailed the fact that
anybody should claim that the government ‘wanted zeal and care for
the preservation of the Protestants’, though such claims might not
necessarily arise from malice. Perhaps revealingly, he claimed that
‘honest men, who love the government, being frighted with the daily
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alarms, may have thought that the remedies not being so hasty as the
danger seemed pressing’.”” But Ormond remained sceptical, for

if my lord of Orrery did mean fairly he would send his remarks to
the king and the council, or even to the parliament, who are able
to put us into a better condition than we are; and not scatter them
to the terror of the English and Protestants and the defamation of
the government.”®

Nonetheless he acceded to some of Orrery’s milder requests, or at
least claimed to do so. He assured Orrery that he would order that the
returning officers be temporarily deprived of their weapons, provided
that they were returned to them eventually: such a token of mistrust
was deemed more desirable than aggravating the fears of the locals,
as he ‘judged it better to commit some errors which might after-
wards be rectified than leave the Protestants under the terrors they
were in, and the government under a suspicion of want of zeal’.””
In addition, anybody coming forward with information about plots
was to be rewarded and pardoned.®® These assurances flew in the
face of Ormond’s inclinations towards prudence, but may have been
intended to mollify his old rival at a tense juncture; Orrery’s call for
the raising of the militia (which Ormond assured him he would con-
sider) may have been prompted by the parallel demand of the English
parliament that it be raised in England, and Ormond was wary of
questioning his vigilance.®!

Vigilance was evident elsewhere. On 29-30 November Dublin
Corporation ordered that all freemen of the city arm themselves
according to the law (lists were to be taken of those who did not do
so) and offered rewards for information on Catholic officers and men
in the army, hardly by its nature a reassuring suggestion; Arran, in
Dublin at this time, found himself swamped by reports about caches
of weapons and suspicious meetings.®> But despite this, Ormond’s
opinion remained unchanged: that the real danger came not from
the Irish but the French, for whom the Irish might admittedly be
a useful, if incidental, tool; indeed, Ormond was concerned that
the French threat was not sufficiently appreciated in London.®® In
the meantime his own security measures were meeting with grudg-
ing approval. Orrery observed that the government was putting the
kingdom into ‘a position of readiness’, which would probably entail
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him commanding forces in Munster once again, but in a backhanded
swipe at Ormond he wished for ‘a better commander-in-chief, though
I cannot wish them a commander who has more zeal for his reli-
gion, his king and his country’; though given Ormond’s military
and political track record during the 1640s, Orrery might have had
a point.®*

Ormond’s growing impatience and mistrust of Orrery was increas-
ingly obvious: he had been told of the similarities between certain
dispatches sent from Ireland to England, and Orrery’s missives to
Michael Boyle.? It was reasonable to assume that any such attacks on
the viceroy would eventually make their way to London. Ormond’s
Catholic familial network was one of the grounds on which he could
be accused of favouring Catholics. His defensiveness on this point
forced him to assure Southwell of his Protestant convictions, and that
notwithstanding his family, he would, as in the 1640s, do his duty as
required. ‘Those that remain I hope have changed their principles
as to rebellion, if they have not I am sure they will find I have not
changed mine.”®® For despite his professed scepticism, Ormond had
not completely dismissed the possibility that an Irish Catholic plot
might exist.

\"

If there was indeed an Irish Plot, it was entirely up to Ormond and
his government about how best to deal with it, and they were in the
best position to do so. However, there was a degree of uncertainty
in England as to whether the Irish administration was actually doing
anything about it.

Malicious rumours were common currency. In a fearful political
environment they could gain credence on the most slender of sug-
gestions. Ormond was well aware of their potency, and of how easily
they might gain credibility. He claimed to be in a no-win situation
where he would be blamed for the disorders of the troops earmarked
for the regiment in Cork (though the climate of the times ensured
that this was never raised), while also having to fend off accusations
of leniency towards Peter Talbot.®” On 2 December the Irish council
had ordered that searches were to begin around the country for any
Catholic cleric who had defied the proclamations and remained in
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Ireland: this was to be a recurring problem.® While the English Par-
liament could attempt to control or investigate the activities of the
Irish in England, it had no automatic jurisdiction over Ireland. But
this did not prevent information and allegations moving from one
kingdom to the other.

Orrery had already told Ormond that he had advance notice
of Oates’s allegations from ‘some friends in London’.* Such traf-
fic went both ways. In December 1678 Orrery had informed his
friend Sir John Malet, the zealously Protestant MP for Minehead in
Somerset, that despite proclamations having been issued in Ireland
banishing Catholic priests and demanding that Catholics surrender
their weapons, few priests had departed and few weapons were recov-
ered; the clear implication was that they were not being enforced.”
There was subsequently a soothing report printed in London to
counter rumours of Ireland’s vulnerability by describing some of the
measures taken by the Irish government, such as the arrests of both
Peter and Richard Talbot, and the various proclamations that had
been issued. Londoners were assured that ‘although the Irish be in
number very disproportionate to us, yet we are in perfect quiet, and
in all probability like so to continue. For besides the army, our militia
is raised, and in such a readiness that, with the blessing of God, we
have nothing to fear’.”! This uncannily - and perhaps deliberately —
corresponded to Ormond’s own assessment. But it also stood at odds
to other perceptions of the condition of Ireland.

Occasionally these fears seemed to have a tangible basis. For exam-
ple, in early November a scare about a ship bound for Ireland with
weapons was defused when they proved to be no more than a hand-
ful of Dutch fowling pieces.”> Ormond and Orrery continued to trade
missives, with Ormond sharply telling Orrery of his own belief in the
plot.” Despite this, Ormond soon told Orrery of his scepticism, given
the time elapsed since the original allegations and the lack of actual
evidence. He also felt that he should assure Orrery that he knew
nothing of any plot until receiving Southwell’s letter on 3 October.*
But he also told Southwell that he simply did not believe there was
any rebellion planned, or if there was, it was the work of a very few,
which could be contained if need be.”> In the meantime Orrery con-
tinued to provide Malet with copies of allegations made in Ireland
about professions of loyalty being made to Louis XIV, rumours of the
impending destruction of the English, and dark allegations that Louis
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and the Pope had a plan for the Irish to ‘settle us in a better condi-
tion than ever we were yet’.”® Presumably these did not go unnoticed
in London: Wyche intimated his suspicions about Orrery to Ormond,
suggesting that he should draw up a report of his proceedings to date,
to present to the king with an eye to deflecting ‘private whispers or
insinuations’.”’

But if Ormond was being portrayed in an unduly bad light, events
soon came to his aid when a plot to kill him was alleged to have
been planned in Dublin. Orrery expressed his shock at the discovery
of a ‘hellish design of murdering your Grace’, the discovery com-
ing as a ‘mercy’ not only to Ormond’s family and friends, but ‘to all
loyal subjects in this kingdom’ (and to none more so than himself).”®
Letters telling of it had been scattered around Dublin, and while a
reward of £200 was offered for information, Ormond himself took it
manfully as one of the hazards of the job. At the very least it was
useful in that it might alleviate the pressure on him.* Orrery pro-
duced a detailed account of this plot, claiming that four Irish priests
had instigated it: two were arrested, one had gone to France, and
the other had vanished. The examinations taken in the aftermath
seemed to correspond with what Oates had earlier claimed about a
plan to assassinate Ormond. The plot was traced back to a clothier’s
apprentice in Thomas Street, John Jephson, who admitted that for
the previous year priests had implored him to convert to Catholicism,
culminating in a reminder that Ormond had executed his father after
Blood’s Plot in 1663. Jephson was offered an opportunity for revenge
that he ultimately declined. The examinations of those priests who
were captured provided superficial circumstantial details that seemed
to corroborate the allegation, but there were no more conclusive facts
than these. However, the similarity to Oates’s claim that Peter Talbot
intended to kill Ormond in this manner was a strong implication that
here was proof of what Oates had alleged, for, as Orrery put it, ‘you
will find them very agreeable’.1%

Assassination by Catholics hardly denoted sympathy towards
them, and the news of this assassination plot was printed in London,
thus driving the point home. In the account published in the official
gazette, the attempt on Ormond’s life was foiled by Jephson’s guilt
and repentance.!'” An account of this plot published in early 1679
went further: the Jesuits in Ireland who had orchestrated it (‘these
sons of Satan’) ‘are carrying on the same design as those in England’,
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and Ormond’s murder was to be, by implication, an integral part of
this.!% This was simply to reiterate one of Oate’s original allegations,
but it strongly implied that Ormond was perceived as an obstacle to
sinister Catholic designs instead of being an integral part of them.
It had been reported in the London Gazette in the aftermath that
Ormond had prudently dealt with ‘all those that were suspected to
design troubles in that country’, and was arresting priests and ban-
ning masses with gusto whilst leaving Ireland ‘in a very good posture
of defence’.’® Whilst this could be seen as an effort to deflect crit-
icism of the viceroy in England, it also suggested that such efforts
were necessary.

But after this the dispute with Orrery continued.'® Ormond gave
up penning yet another riposte to him, ‘because I saw no end of the
contest’.!%

VI

The alleged existence of an ‘Irish Plot” was merely one element
within the Popish Plot. But minor as it was, it remained a persis-
tent concern. The suspicion that it actually existed was bolstered
in December by the testimony before the English House of Lords
of Thomas Shadwell, who implicated James Lynch once again in a
scheme to kill the king, prompting the lords to demand the appear-
ance before them of Martin French, an Augustinian from Galway
whose life was previously alleged to be in danger for swearing to the
same claim.' In May 1670 he had accused Lynch of, amongst other
things, ‘having said King James was in hell, and that his son Charles
was justly beheaded’.!”” Lynch had been prosecuted for this, but was
acquitted. In 1674 French made further allegations against Lynch,
who was briefly imprisoned in Galway before going into exile in
Madrid, where he was later appointed honorary chaplain to Charles
II of Spain. Thus, these older allegations dovetailed with one signif-
icant detail mentioned by Oates: that Lynch spent time in Madrid.
It was innuendo rather than evidence, but Oates repeated his allega-
tions about the existence of an Irish Plot at Edward Coleman’s trial
in November.'%

By now the concern of the English authorities with the existence
or otherwise of an ‘Irish Plot’ had finally seemed to bear fruit. An
informer, Edmund Everard (who may have been of Irish extraction),



48 Ireland and the Popish Plot

had provided fuller allegations to the lords of a conspiracy. He
claimed to have been employed as an agent ‘at the French court’ in
the 1670s. What he claimed to reveal resembled Oates’s allegations in
that a substantial role was accorded to both Ireland and Scotland in a
plot spearheaded by the French. Charles was to be murdered, Catholi-
cism was to be restored, and York was to be placed on the throne.
Once again, key figures in these allegations were Peter and Richard
Talbot, who had supposedly been negotiating with the French since
1670 about ‘a business ... which mightily concerns the welfare of the
Catholics in England and especially in Ireland’.

It corresponded to a model already established. The plot was to
involve an insurrection in Ireland to secure ‘a seaport town’ for the
French. Peter Talbot apparently discussed the proposals in person
with Louis XIV, ‘and though his Majesty be of a morose temper yet he
often smiled as at propositions that pleased him’. Everard also impli-
cated Coventry and Justin McCarthy, and summed up his testimony
by claiming that the imprisonment of the Talbots before he could
give his evidence ‘is an argument that long before these present times
there were such matters spoken of by me in France, and that it came
to the knowledge of many Irish’.!” He claimed to have related this
tale to one Sir Robert Walsh in 1673, who was himself apparently
involved in this plot and had Everard imprisoned within a week,
though Walsh himself later claimed that Everard was imprisoned for
seeking to poison Monmouth.!'® However, there was no question but
that Everard had been imprisoned: that alone might lend credence to
his allegations.

Even the murder of Sir Edmund Bury Godfrey was alleged to
have had an Irish connection; it was noted in the Commons on
26 December that as Charles was to have been murdered by ‘four
Irish ruffians’, the same characters might have done for Godfrey.!'!!
The possibility of Irish involvement in the Popish Plot as it unfolded
in England was an obvious corollary to the allegations that there was
a plot in Ireland. This allegation was soon followed (and presumably
strengthened) by those of Miles Prance, a Catholic who had been
suspected of involvement in Godfrey’s murder, and who had been
arrested after a false accusation by a lodger who owed him money.
Prance claimed that one ‘Gerald’ had offered him money to kill an
unspecified man. ‘He said it was no sin to kill him, because he was a
wicked man, and had done the Queen and the Irish ill-service.’!'?



The Popish Plot in Ireland 49

The alleged involvement of ‘Fitzgerald’ in the murder would still
be mentioned in the Whig press a year later.!'® Prance claimed
that Godfrey was murdered by ‘one [Robert] Greene, an Irishman’
and another unnamed Irishman in the royal residence of Somerset
House.'" Greene denied any involvement in the murder, but con-
ceded the presence of ‘Kelly, an Irish priest’, who had departed before
the proclamation banishing Catholic clerics had been issued.''s The
next day ‘Dominick Kelley’ was charged in the Lords to be guilty of
the murder of Edmund Bury Godfrey.''¢ All of the individuals impli-
cated here were later named in the articles of impeachment directed
at the unfortunate William Howard, Viscount Stafford.''” As had been
seen in the arrest of Peter Talbot in Ireland, the absence of evidence
did not pose any problems in this climate, as an ‘Irish Plot’ began
to become located more firmly within the political discourse of the
Popish Plot.

VII

The informers in England who claimed to have knowledge of an
Irish Plot continued to make their allegations. One Stephen Dugdale
claimed that one ‘Mr Evers’, ‘at several times, told me the Pope out
[of] his revenues had granted sums of money towards the putting the
Irish into a condition of opposing the now established government
for it was his gracious pleasure to consider what a tyrannical govern-
ment they lived under’.!’® Dugdale claimed to have seen proof that
‘the Pope did still hold his good purpose for the speedy relieving [of]
the poor Irish’.'? Within days Coventry repeated these allegations to
Ormond against the backdrop of ongoing French preparations for an
unspecified purpose. Prudence was required in the light of this new
information about Ireland, and ‘what relation this may have to those
French preparations may be worth inquiry’.!?® Further allegations
soon followed. Another Irishman, James Netterville, was allegedly
involved in dubious (if unspecified) transactions involving certain
figures already named by Prance, and one Pierce Butler. They had
sought to persuade an informant, William Brookes, into slandering
Oates and his fellow informer William Bedloe for money.'?! Presum-
ably such cross-referencing of English and Irish allegations would
have suggested to interested parties that there was indeed a broader
conspiracy extending across both islands. In an environment where
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there seemed to be a definite sense of the form any ‘Irish Plot’ would
take, confirmation of one part of it could easily be assumed to be
confirmation that it existed in its expected totality.

Then came the full allegations of Stephen Dugdale. He had been
the steward of Walter Aston, third Lord Aston, on his estates at Tixell
in Staffordshire, until he was sacked for embezzlement and theft. His
subsequent career as an informer was seemingly prompted by a desire
to avoid a prison sentence for debt. At Tixell, one ‘Arthur’, an Irish
priest, had ‘hoped it would appear in a short time which of the two
nations would be found the best Christians, meaning Ireland would
be found truest in that design, for the English would be false’. He
stated that France would provide men and money (and that God
would bless the enterprise).'?> The precise nature of the ‘business of
Ireland’ was unclear, but in the light of his previous allegations, it
was safe to assume that it meant that either an Irish rebellion or
a French invasion was planned, with the inevitable assistance from
the Pope.'?® This seems, on the face of it, to have arisen from lit-
tle more than personal resentment against his employer, but it was
couched in familiar terms, as providing yet more evidence of an Irish
Catholic conspiracy. And there was a very specific implication within
such claims that drew upon the perception of previous events to pre-
dict the precise nature of any such Irish rebellion, for Irish rebellions
had happened before. According to Gilbert Burnet, Dugdale’s claims
carried a particular resonance, for ‘the memory of the Irish massacre
was yet so fresh, as [to] raise a particular horror at the very mention
of this’.1?

By this Burnet meant the 1641 rebellion. There was no shortage of
pamphlets printed in early modern England depicting Catholic cru-
elties across Europe; it was a common trope that could be taken to
almost pornographic levels.!?® On 23 December 1678 an anonymous
pamphlet was licensed that took as its specific subject the events of
1641, or more particularly the atrocities against Protestants (English
and Scottish) allegedly committed by the Irish during it.'?® It had
originally been published in 1667, and essentially reprinted lurid
accounts from Temple’s Irish Rebellion. It depicted scenes of hang-
ing, burning, burial alive, mutilation, starvation, exposure to the
elements, and disembowelment, most especially of pregnant women.
The Catholic clergy, especially the Jesuits, had supposedly encour-
aged their flocks to commit such atrocities. Children were fed to dogs,
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boiled alive and had their skulls smashed in, families were forced
to kill one another, and ‘such was their malice against the English,
that they forced their children to kill English children’.'?” Wives and
daughters were raped in front of their husbands and fathers, ‘with
the basest villains they could pick out’,'® and were usually mur-
dered afterwards. ‘These merciless Irish Papists, having set a castle
on fire, wherein were many Protestants, they rejoicingly said, O how
sweetly they do fry!’'? Over 1500 Protestants were alleged to have
been drowned in Portadown on a number of occasions, and their
indignant ghosts returned seeking vengeance, vanishing once their
message was understood by a passing English army. Nine hundred
and fifty four Protestants in Antrim were supposedly murdered in one
morning.’® In Sligo, 40 Protestants were locked in a cellar to await
the ministrations of a butcher and his axe, both of which arrived,
appropriately, at midnight, and the bodies of men and women would
be arranged into what the author delicately termed ‘a most immodest
posture’.’¥! Given that the Irish had attacked Protestants irrespec-
tive of their ethnicity, they respected neither the sanctity of their
persons nor the religion that marked them out; it too was attacked.
Graves were desecrated and bibles set alight, for ‘it was hell-fire they
burnt’.!®? In Kilkenny the head of a minister was attached to a cross in
the market place. The mouth was cut open to the ears, and the rebels
‘laid a leaf of a Bible upon it, and bid him preach, for his mouth was
wide enough’.’** In a somewhat ignominious if no less cruel demise,
a fat man was melted down to make candles for a mass. And by bor-
rowing a passage from Temple’s Irish Rebellion (republished twice in
London in 1679), the obvious question was asked.

All this wickedness they exercised upon the English, without any
provocation given them. Alas! Who can comprehend the fears,
terrors, anguish, bitterness and perplexity that seized upon the
poor Protestants, finding themselves so suddenly surprised with-
out remedy, and wrapped up in all kinds of outward miseries
which could possibly by man be inflicted upon human kind?**

If the Popish Plot and subsequent Exclusion Crisis rested upon the
assumption of an imminent Catholic attack on Protestants in the
Stuart kingdoms, the perception of the 1641 rebellion as wholesale
massacre meant that it became an obvious — and close - example
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of what this might entail. While English perspectives on 1641 and
the Catholic Irish may have lacked the immediacy and pertinence of
those held by Protestants in Ireland, this did not mean that such per-
ceptions were purely abstract. Grafted as this was onto older English
tropes of the Irish as being a barbarous, brutal, duplicitous, inferior,
and stupid race, in the late seventeenth century the additional notion
of their inherent savagary, as revealed in 1641, ensured that English
fears of the Irish could easily be reconstituted during a crisis; they
were not yet merely figures of fun.'*® Concerns about an ‘Irish Plot’
rested upon the assumption that a rebellion akin to 1641 was on
the verge of happening again, and being transposed to England. This
was a latent fear derived from memory that acquired a particular rele-
vance at this juncture, for the fears of an Irish rebellion and a Catholic
succession were interrelated, and over time the possibility of the first
of these happening would be proclaimed imminent to prevent the
second coming to pass.'3¢

VIII

However, there does not seem to have been any Catholic plot in
Ireland. Luke Wadding later reflected upon the events of late 1678
in a sequence of poems, scorning the allegations about an Irish
Plot whilst cursing Oates’s allegations and, again, affirming Catholic
loyalty to the crown.

Some news each post doth bring,
Of Jesuits and their plots,
Against our sacred king,
Discovered first by Oates.
Such plotters we may curse,
With bell and book at mass,
By them the time is worse,
Then e’er we felt it was.'’

But the opposing perception was that there was indeed a Catholic
threat in Ireland. This seemed to be the view held by the authorities
in London, where serious consideration was finally being devoted to
the perilous condition of Ireland’s defences.
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The Cavalier parliament was officially dissolved by Charles II on
24 January 1679, which obviated Charles’ consistent wariness of hav-
ing parliaments sitting simultaneously in both England and Ireland.
Soon afterwards, Ormond’s advice was sought on when to hold a
parliament in Ireland, specifically to deal with its security. In his
reply Ormond openly suggested Ireland should receive an additional
20 companies of troops (although he never seems to have received
them).’®® These would serve as a morale booster throughout the
country, but the only difficulty would be how to pay for them, as in
Ormond’s view the possibility of an Irish parliament sitting was unre-
alistic (and impolitic) at this time." By the end of the month the plot
to murder Ormond was dealt with by the English Privy Council. No
evidence of any link with plots in England was evident, but this was
still suspected in the light of Dugdale’s allegations. A copy of the lat-
ter’s testimony (‘touching a general disturbance in both kingdoms’)
was to be sent to Dublin, as one ‘Byrne’ whom he mentioned was
possibly the same Byrne imprisoned in Dublin ‘under so many marks
of guilt’, having been implicated in the assassination plot.!4

But despite the fact that he was to have been murdered by
Catholics in December, Ormond soon found himself the subject of
accusation once again. In February an anonymous letter was appar-
ently circulated throughout Ireland, claiming that Ormond, Arran,
Boyle, and numerous others were involved in a plot to destroy Protes-
tantism in Ireland and in England. The Catholic gentry supposedly
indulged in lengthy late night card games with Ormond and Arran
in the Dublin Castle, ‘and for the rest that it is intended you may
read the massacre of Paris’.'*! The latter reference was to the St
Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in France in 1572, another Protestant
touchstone for the treatment that could be expected at the hands
of Catholics. Ormond did appear to be the subject of a whispering
campaign at court, based around Ranelagh and now Essex, whom he
was reluctant to attack openly despite his relatively tolerant policy
towards Catholics when he was viceroy; once again an indicator of
his uncertainty about his standing at court.'*? On the other hand,
Orrery had maintained a diplomatic silence for some time and was
now told that while ‘we differ more in judgement than in matter of
fact’, Ormond quite simply did not believe that he had ‘been very
candidly represented by you’.!*? Orrery, in response, assured Ormond
that he never attempted to undermine him or the government, and
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would try to make amends.'** Ormond’s emphasis on Orrery may
well have been misplaced; true, they had a long and fraught acquain-
tance, yet Orrery’s concerns seemed consistent with a belief in an
Irish plot, and he was by no means the only problem with which
Ormond was faced.

More significant in political terms was that the king resolved to
remove Ormond from his post as steward of the royal household, to
give it instead to ‘one I would gratify at the present with that place’.
Charles was hardly immune to the suspicion that he and his court
surreptitiously favoured Popery; this was the grounds, after all, for the
sustained assault on the court that would characterize the later phases
of the crisis. The suggestion that Ormond be stripped of an English
rank was justified on the grounds that he was required in Ireland any-
way, and Charles was not prepared to brook complaints about ‘any
marks of unkindness in this matter because I have given so many
proofs to the contrary’.'*® Ormond eventually returned his commis-
sion, but was aware that such a loss of prestige, with its implicit
hint of royal disfavour, could easily turn to his detriment. ‘I have
reason to expect all the attacks of the disaffected party in the par-
liament. The place I am in, and the principles they know I profess
will whet their malice and their ingenuity to find faults with me’: fol-
lowing on from this was the possibility that the king could be forced
at some stage to dismiss him."® Ormond was once more obliged to
defend himself from further insinuation. ‘It is true, I speak with some
Papists in the closet, but so have all chief governors since the Refor-
mation, and so they still must do, til it shall please God to convert
the nation.”"*’

Throughout February, in the wake of the treaties of Nijmegan that
ended the Franco-Dutch war, there were further indications of French
naval activity that was suspected of being directed towards Ireland.
Dugdale’s allegations may have coloured this assessment, though by
the end of the month the threat was not perceived to be as serious
as it had originally seemed.*® But Orrery did not think so, arguing
with some insight along similar lines as Ormond that the Catholic
Irish would themselves encourage the French. He claimed, with con-
siderable hyperbole and in letters to numerous correspondents, that
the entire north and west of the country was disaffected, and that
the impending disbandment of Louis XIV’s armies would provide an
incentive to employ them abroad rather than risk domestic unrest
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(an argument that had been used about the Irish officers who had
arrived in Cork the previous year), and where better ‘unless in his
majesties dominions’?'* He suggested that immediate steps should
be taken to prepare for this, given that the French would almost cer-
tainly get assistance from Munster ‘Papists’. He argued that most of
the province’s major coastal towns were vulnerable to French forces,
and Ireland was, in his view, the optimum location for a French inva-
sion. The disgruntled natives would welcome the French, and might
even provide a ready pool of recruits for them.!*® However, Michael
Boyle, in what seemed to be a statement of the government’s posi-
tion, stoutly rebutted these concerns. The French preparations were
probably - though not definitely - for a purpose other than invad-
ing Ireland. While some matters, such as the banishing of Catholic
clergy, might require further attention, Irish defences were as good as
both resources and intelligence would permit at this time.'s!

The Irish administration continued to proceed with caution.
Ormond maintained that the application to Ireland of English penal
legislation against Catholics would be impractical and imprudent, for
both political and material reasons.!®*> However, Ormond knew that
he and his government had to maintain a delicate balance, for he
was aware of the political dangers arising in England on the eve of
an English parliament sitting once again in March (‘I think monar-
chy will not be struck at the root, but I fear it will be very close
lopped’).!s* Paradoxically, preparations for an Irish parliament had
received a new impetus just before this, perhaps due to misplaced
optimism regarding the imminent meeting of its English counter-
part (to which Ranelagh had failed to be elected). As had previously
been suggested, confirmation of the decrees of the court of claims
was deemed essential, but defending Ireland was the government’s
main priority, which brought up the perennial question of finance
once again. The ideal solution might simply be the presence of more
Protestants in Ireland, as little could be done to reduce the numbers
of Catholics, but plainly this was not realistic.’>* This delicate bal-
ance in Irish affairs was illustrated when Ormond suppressed a plot
by Protestant apprentices and labourers in Dublin to attack places of
Catholic worship, and break up masses: this was deemed to be too
provocative to be permitted.’>> In the absence of a parliament to pro-
vide the necessary funds to guarantee Protestant security, Ormond
was of the opinion that avoiding unrest was perhaps the best that
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could be done. Waiting for an improvement in the English politi-
cal climate was unavoidable.'*® The emergent (if fragmented) Whig
opposition had become dominant, as the simmering inclination to
curb the royal prerogative and mount an attack on York found fuller
expression in England.

Dubious allegations continued to emerge of French designs on
Scotland and Ulster, and of the imminent arrival in Ireland of ships
laden with weapons.'” The accusations that had come to light in
February against Ormond, Arran, and Boyle had continued to circu-
late in the southeast, and were now forwarded to Dublin."® Ormond
stoutly defended his actions since the onset of the crisis, and was
concerned at claims that he himself was a Catholic and that ‘by
very pregnant consequence with having knowledge and being party
to the plot and though this be against all sense and Mr Oates’s
evidence’." ‘I am here in my old station, pelted on at all hands; time
was I was some where believed too much an enemy to the French
and papists, now I am said to be absolutely at their service, but I feel
myself just as I was.”'® While he might scorn such allegations, he
could also request that Ossory suggest to the king that he mobilize
support for Ormond in parliament, ‘to get me fair play’, for if par-
liament had gotten the scalp of so prominent a figure as Charles’s
chief minister Thomas Osborne, earl of Danby (forced from power for
supposedly favouring the introduction of the twin bugbears of pop-
ery and arbitrary government), then Ormond could also fall; while
Ireland seemed increasingly wearisome, ‘I would not be thought
unfit for it on the grounds that may be given for my removal.’!¢!
However, the accumulation of broadly similar allegations about an
Irish plot ensured that the English parliament, newly dominated by
the Whig opposition, would become increasingly preoccupied with
such assertions, given that it was increasingly concerned with the
Popish Plot in general (the London republication of Henry Jones’
Sermon of Antichrist in March 1679 may have been linked to the
impending parliamentary session). According to one of Ormond’s
informants writing on 22 March, ‘both houses this day expressed
great concern and zeal against Papists and Popery’, which meant
that some attention would invariably be devoted to Ireland: at least
some members of the English political elite were of the opinion
that the Irish government (and by implication Ormond) were ‘too
indulgent to Papists’.'®* Finally, and perhaps most significantly, at a
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council meeting on Ireland ‘my lord Shaftesbury in his ingenuous
manner shook his head and said he did not like the management of
affairs there’.!%3

IX

Anthony Ashley Cooper, first earl of Shaftesbury, came from an
upwardly mobile and well-connected gentry family in Dorset. He ini-
tially took the royalist side in the English civil war, but defected to
parliament in 1644. He sat as MP for Wiltshire under the Protec-
torate, but was alienated by the increasingly autocratic tendencies
of Cromwell’s regime in the 1650s and became reconciled to the
monarchy after it was restored in 1660. An independent minded
Privy Councillor who was notably sympathetic to dissenters, Shaftes-
bury was increasingly distrusted by the king and fell from favour
in the 1670s. He subsequently carved out a niche as a prominent
opponent of the government. However, over time, he had become
increasingly concerned about York’s Catholicism and the question of
the succession. The Whig groupings that emerged in parliament dur-
ing the Exclusion Crisis were composed of a number of factions, and
did not make up a single coherent political interest inside or outside
parliament. But Shaftesbury emerged as the most vocal advocate of
excluding a Catholic — York - from the succession.

Shaftesbury eschewed the high church Anglican royalism exempli-
fied by Ormond, and had clashed with both Ormond and Ossory in
the 1660s over attempts to prevent Irish cattle exports to England;
bad blood had lingered. When Shaftesbury, in a famous speech soon
afterwards, pointed to the dangers of Scotland and Ireland in the
House of Lords (‘that kingdom cannot long continue in English
hands, if some better care be not taken of it’), he was, by implication,
criticizing Ormond and his conduct. Ossory responded, pointedly
asserting that his father had served the crown loyally in the 1640s,
and had never advocated peace with France, war with Holland, or
religious toleration: all stances that, with the possible exception of
making peace with the French, Shaftesbury had adopted during his
career.'® Ossory informed Ormond of the incident, and that he
intended to deflect this unwelcome attention by providing the lords
with an account of the Irish government’s proceedings in relation
to the Popish Plot.'® Wyche concurred, and both Coventry and
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Longford suggested that Arran be dispatched to London to counter
any allegations of misconduct on Ormond’s part. Longford also sent
Ormond a copy of Shaftesbury’s speech ‘that your Grace may from
thence see how necessary it is to look about you’.1%

On 31 March Ossory presented this account of the Irish govern-
ment’s proceedings to the Lords.'” It offered no radical analysis or
prescription, being similar (if not identical) to a report compiled by
the Irish administration before Christmas, and it was subsequently
published both in Dublin and London.!®® It began by reiterating
the original orders issued by the Privy Council to deal with the
plot in Ireland, and recounted how they had been carried out. It
listed the proclamations issued and their purpose, and the measures
taken against individuals such as the Talbot’s, along with a number
of Jesuits. It referred to the disarming of Catholics and the secur-
ing of garrisons, and the attempts to put the militia back into a
state of readiness. True, many of the Irish expelled from corporate
towns (as ordered) had returned. But it was argued that they were
permitted back by those English Protestants who had required their
services. Ormond himself had acted as a guarantor for the purchase
of extra weapons, and military arrangements were as good as could
be expected without extra finance from an Irish parliament (in itself
a hint). Finally, it outlined the guiding principle of the Irish gov-
ernment over the preceding months: Ireland and England were too
different to be subject to the same laws and policies. Prudence and
leniency marked out a wiser course than outright repression, and for
the time being, there was no overriding reason to alter this position.

The statement Ossory presented may have rebounded to his detri-
ment: he was forced off the Privy Council soon afterwards. But
arguably it also ended a distinct phase of activity, as its entire purpose
was to offer a defence of the Irish government in a rapidly deterio-
rating English political situation. Ever since the first disclosures had
come to light, Ormond had been subjected to a variety of pressures as
a whispering campaign was mounted against him at court. This had
its antecedents prior to the disclosure of the plot, in Ormond’s plans
for the government, and most especially for the revenue. The plot
simply provided a pretext for those, such as Ranelagh, who were vul-
nerable in the face of such policies. This pressure was intensified by a
number of factors. Ormond’s presence in Dublin guaranteed a level of
ignorance about politics in London, despite his best attempts to keep
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himself informed. His chosen policy suggested a leniency towards
Catholics that was easily magnified into outright sympathy. There
was neither a basis nor a facility for the outright repression demanded
by some. But a reminder of the reasons for such demands was pro-
vided in April by the eventual publication of Titus Oates’ allegations,
complete with details of the forthcoming ‘conquest of Ireland’ and
its subjugation to the ‘tyranny of the Pope and French...by a general
rebellion and massacre of the Protestants as formerly’.1*

What Ormond had seemed to view as a holding position in Ireland
might prove difficult to maintain, but paradoxically, as the plot hys-
teria intensified it would have to be maintained. The beginning of
the first exclusion parliament in England ensured the centrality of
Irish affairs to the question of England’s own safety, which after all,
was essentially the basis for the concerns about the Popish Plot.

X

In the meantime the Irish government continued to conduct its busi-
ness. The day after Ossory’s response to Shaftesbury in the lords, two
proclamations were issued in Dublin, one offering rewards for infor-
mation leading to the arrest of Catholic clergy (£10 for a bishop
or Jesuit and £5 for the remainder), and the other ordering the
internment of the families of Tories, and the automatic arrest and
transportation of priests in areas of Tory activity; an explicit linking
of the two.17° News of both was officially printed in London, pre-
sumably for the benefit of the sceptical.'”! In the wake of Ossory’s
speech, and in the absence of sinister events in Ireland, there was
a discernible shift in emphasis towards politics in London, in both
court and parliament.

Ormond undoubtedly believed that Shaftesbury was acting against
him at this time, and identified him as a threat. He had appar-
ently done so in the past, but according to Ormond, ‘then I was not
Frenchman enough’. Ormond was also aware that he would become
especially vulnerable if it were known that York had secured his
appointment as viceroy. The fickle nature of English politics weighed
heavily upon Ormond’s mind, though the appointment of Essex to
the treasury seemed to provide at least some respite, removing as
it did one rumoured contender for his position: perhaps prudently,
Ormond congratulated him on his appointment.!”? Parliamentary
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proceedings in London carried some weight in Ireland, as fears of
a Catholic plot seemed to give a greater resonance to other issues.
As another bill to prohibit the export of Irish cattle was debated in
the House of Commons, the issue of Ireland’s existing trade links
to France was highlighted by Sir John Maynard, lawyer, MP for
Plymouth, and fervent believer in the Popish Plot, who declaimed
in a faintly imperialist manner that ‘I would not put Ireland into a
condition to make them as considerable as ourselves.’'”* On the other
side of the Irish Sea, in Dublin, William Petty observed that ‘the news
we have of the parliaments zeal to defend Ireland against the Pope
and king of France is very grateful to many, and I find there are sev-
eral clubs and meetings to draw up advices to be sent for England
upon that account’.'”* But while suggestive of a level of public con-
cern about the Irish ramifications of the Popish Plot, the details of
such activities remain obscure.

Despite this, Peter Talbot seemed to have been forgotten as he lay
dying in Dublin Castle, his pleas for a priest in his terminal decline
throwing the allegations against him into stark relief.!”> The actual
paucity of subversive activity in Ireland can be seen in the attention
garnered by a single incident. On 4 April Ormond and the Irish coun-
cil had ordered that Catholic worship be suppressed in all Irish cities
and towns.'® One of the Mayor’s officers in Dublin subsequently
attempted to break up what he thought was a mass and was later
assaulted for his trouble.'”” A proclamation was later issued seek-
ing information about this, but this minor incident was magnified
and reported in places as far apart as Lisburn and London, and was
compared to the fate of Edmund Bury Godfrey.!”® Sheriffs in Dublin
were nonetheless ordered to crack down on surreptitious Catholic
worship, and by 12 April Ormond could claim that all ‘mass-houses’
in Dublin had been suppressed.'” These measures were not neces-
sarily prompted by tangible problems; nothing that could actually
prove the existence of a Popish Plot had emerged. But in the absence
of actual events on which to base fears, some would seek to whip
up such fears. Richard Cox in Cork, for example, took the view that
things were too quiet, and

Being a sincere Protestant and a good Englishman, I could not
be silent when I thought all was at stake, but took an opportu-
nity to express my zeale pro aris et focis in an elaborate charge
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which (being chairman) I gave at the Quarter-Sessions, held for
the county of Cork, at Bandon, in April 1679, at a critical season
when the Popish plot began to be ridiculed. It will not be vain
to say, that I did it with that spirit and good sense that mightily
animated the Protestants, and as highly provoked the Papists.'8°

Precisely what the ‘elaborate charge’ was remains obscure. But his
claim (admittedly decades after the fact) that ‘I thought all was at
stake’ is telling, and suggestive of genuine fear for Protestant security
in Munster. Orrery was concerned that domestic unrest in England
over the exclusion issue would encourage the disaffection of Irish
Catholics, and remained no less concerned about the possibility of a
French invasion.!8! Some might disagree as to precisely where the real
threat came from: a Lieutenant John Dancer was accused of declar-
ing Oates’s allegations to be ‘a damned Presbyterian Plot” whilst in
a house in Kinsale in April 1679 (the fact that he was subsequently
promoted suggests that little more came of this).'®* Yet the assump-
tion that the ultimate threat was a Catholic threat continued. For
example, Irish naval officers of Catholic extraction, some of whom
had indeed been favoured by York in his capacity as lord high admi-
ral, automatically and explicitly came under suspicion at this time.!83
In part this reflected the relevance of maritime affairs to the crisis;
after all, the projected French invasion would be seaborne. But this
also reflected an automatic assumption that the categories of Irish
and Catholic were indistinguishable: Samuel Pepys, in his capacity
as secretary to the admiralty, noted how one officer was ‘an Irish-
man, which among people designed to raise doubts will make his
being a Papist much more easy for belief than his being an English-
man would do’."™® Like the officers who had arrived in Kinsale the
previous autumn, their nationality marked them out.

However, the English parliament was primarily interested in Irish
matters as they impinged on events in England. In March the lords
had demanded that lists be drawn up by the various inns of court
and other educational institutions of ‘Papists’, ‘reputed Papists’, and
Irishmen, a suggestive assessment that suggested once again that
while these categories were distinct, they were not considered to
be too far apart.'® Alongside demands that Ormond’s government
engage in repressive measures against Jesuits and priests, it was now
suggested in the House of Lords that the oaths of allegiance and
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supremacy be imposed upon all inhabitants of Dublin, ‘and other
ports and forts in Ireland’. They also ordered that Ormond’s Catholic
brother-in-law, the prominent (if shady) Colonel John Fitzpatrick, be
confined to his home, and that he be barred from within 20 miles of
Dublin without Ormond’s permission.'® On 1 April the lords had sat
as a committee to consider Ireland, and resolved to address the king
to request that Catholics in Ireland be disarmed and that Protestants
there be supplied with weapons. It was also suggested that a proviso
barring Catholics from serving on juries be entered into the proposed
legislation for the Irish parliament; this was agreed to.'®” The delib-
erations of the lords saw further efforts made to bar Catholics from
practising the law, or being clerks of the peace and sheriffs without
submitting to the oaths. There was also a demand for the names
of guardians of children and indeed children themselves, to deter-
mine who was being educated in which religion.'® Irish Catholics
had become an issue in England once again. On 15 April the lords
addressed the king to demand that Ormond seize any Catholics
deemed dangerous in Ireland, and reiterated their disparate demands
for anti-Catholic measures, all of which were predicated on ‘the late
horrid conspiracy, and the present prospect of affairs’.'® The likely
significance of the attention being paid to Ireland in the English par-
liament reflected the accelerating pace of events there. But this was
restricted to England. Ireland was dealt with in other ways.

The Privy Council did not accede to these requests until the
end of May: they instructed Ormond that weapons were to be
imported for use by Protestants and that Catholics were to be com-
prehensively disarmed, while also assuring Ormond that his efforts
were appreciated.’ In the meantime rumblings of discontent about
Ormond’s conduct in Ireland, and that of others such as Michael
Boyle, had continued, as John Fitzpatrick remained a source of
contention.'! Having been ordered to leave Dublin by the king
(at the behest of the lords), he became the subject of a smear
campaign by Essex and Shaftesbury, which was also extended to
Boyle.!?? While Essex and Shaftesbury (who were distant relatives)
were dominant in differing factions of the burgeoning Whig move-
ment, they seemed to find a sense of common purpose with regards
to Irish affairs. Any attack on Fitzpatrick would inevitably rebound
on Ormond, yet despite this he remained ‘parliament proof’, as his
proceedings in Ireland seemed to meet with approval in London.'*?
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But this did not alleviate the hostility towards Fitzpatrick, which pre-
cluded any vigorous campaign by Ormond in his defence. The best
that could be done for him was to threaten Shaftesbury with evi-
dence of his own previous goodwill towards Fitzpatrick.'* Yet Ossory
could still report to his father that ‘great whispers are against you...I
hope to God the worst they can do will be to remove you from your
present station’.’ Hostility to Ormond was also occasionally evident
in Ireland: in May 1679 a James and Joanna Gurney reported how a
neighbour exclaimed had that Ormond ‘was a rogue and deserved to
be hanged’.¢

Despite the viceroy’s perennial concerns, the new parliament sit-
ting in England had seemed to reinvigorate English policy towards
Ireland.'®” The restructuring of England’s own defence arrangements
seemed to be on the verge of being replicated in Ireland, though the
question of parliamentary jurisdiction added yet another element of
uncertainty. The strictures of Poyning’s Law ensured that any legis-
lation for an Irish parliament had to be approved in London first.
Ireland may have been a separate kingdom in theory, but the reality
was very different. A memorandum drawn up for Arran dealing with
Ireland’s constitutional position illustrated this by concluding that
the English parliament was not necessarily binding on Ireland. This
was not explicitly linked to any specific parliamentary legislation or
resolutions, forthcoming or otherwise, but its composition could be
taken as a sign that events in England could force the hand of the
Irish government, in which eventuality it could offer a legal basis
for resisting this. Equally, in stressing the legal primacy of the Irish
parliament, it could facilitate Ormond’s long-standing desire to see
one in session, if only on the pretext that Ireland’s security depended
upon the money that only it could provide.'?® Ireland ‘cannot be in
disorder and danger but that it must proportionately affect England’,
and Ireland was supposedly quite capable of its own defence if the
resources could be provided.'”® But until now, they had not been.

XI

It was probably inevitable that in such a climate the condition
of Ireland would prompt further reflection. In April, amidst what
was apparently a welter of similar memorandums, Sir William Petty
drafted three papers on current events to send to Southwell, one



64 Ireland and the Popish Plot

of which explicitly dealt with the pertinent question of ‘intestine
rebellion’ in Ireland, and how best to prevent it.2° Petty emphasized
the disproportionate wealth and strength of the Protestant commu-
nity, but the possession of that wealth compromised them, for they
were obliged to employ large numbers of Catholics. These were, he
argued, easily manipulated by a clerical and intellectual elite (such as
lawyers), though these could easily be ‘disposed of’. He also suggested
that perhaps the Catholics could be detached from their leaders,
and could be converted to the established church. He went so far
as to suggest that Irishwomen should be removed from the coun-
try and replaced with Englishwomen, which could only be beneficial
in terms of altering the religion and culture of the Catholic Irish.
But he was undoubtedly aware of reality as it stood at this junc-
ture: he stated that the Protestant interest had to be defended against
the simmering hostility of Catholics, ‘whom religion and the loss
of estate have made implacable against the English’.?°! Indeed, the
defence of the Protestant interest was a crucial and consistent theme
in Petty’s analyses of Irish society: the basis for much of the ‘political
arithmetic’ that proved to be his intellectual legacy.?**> Southwell was
asked, if he was of a mind to distribute them, to show the treatises
to those who ‘desire to have Ireland well saved from Popery and the
French’ and who had ‘some power to execute what is good, for all
that is practicable’.?® Petty later inquired about them, for while ‘the
apprehensions of men are changed since they were composed...the
temper of these papers I conceive to be such as may serve in all
times’.?* It was a revealing aside.

Orrery, on the other hand, seemed relatively happy with domes-
tic affairs.?®® But he remained an obvious if unwelcome conduit for
the fears of Munster Protestants as the broader question of Protes-
tant security in Ireland remained an issue in London.?*® Despite this,
English politics shifted the limited attention it had paid to Ireland
away from there at this juncture: the imminent exclusion proceed-
ings in parliament and the eventual outbreak of rebellion in Scotland
became new preoccupations. In Ireland there had been little change:
it was now rumoured that Ormond’s replacement by William Savile,
marquess of Halifax (supported by Charles illegitimate son James
Scott, duke of Monmouth, and opposed by Essex), was imminent.?”
Halifax, Henry Jones, Lady Ranelagh, and possibly even Monmouth
all emerged as new detractors, while there were also the related issues
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of security and, of course, the unresolved question of Ranelagh’s
accounts.’® Indeed, these were intertwined, as Ranelagh was per-
fectly willing to exploit suspicions of Ormond that stemmed from
the viceroy’s association with the court, and his willingness to do
so was facilitated by Essex’s control of the treasury. But Ranelagh,
whose unsuccessful attempt at election had been backed by the king,
remained vulnerable due to the imminent conclusion of his under-
taking and the examination of his accounts, and Ormond, in turn,
was inclined to exploit this to his advantage.?®”

It was at this juncture that the crisis underwent a decisive and for-
mal change when, on 15 May, the first reading of a bill to exclude
York from the succession took place. Charles’s response was to pro-
rogue parliament on 27 May, thence to dissolve it on 12 July.
Ironically, an Irish proclamation of 14 May had declared 28 May
a fast day ‘to defeat popish conspiracies and implore a blessing on
parliament’.?’® Ormond and the Irish council authorized the publica-
tion of specified prayers to be used on this day, reiterating the outline
of the plot and reaffirming loyalty to the king, all the while drawing
upon the liturgical rites used to commemorate the gunpowder plot
‘for deliverance from the Papists our enemies’.?!! There was no men-
tion made of the more obvious liturgical commemoration of 1641;
it would have been a more inflammatory choice.

Either way, the possibility of danger was conceded. Oliver Plunkett,
in hiding, observed that those Catholic clergy still in Ireland were
being continually harassed, often at the behest of ever-increasing
numbers of informers, and the Catholic laity were too afraid to help
them.?!? Yet despite the attention devoted to the Popish Plot, the
issues facing the Irish government in the months after it came to
light were no different to those it had faced beforehand. The fact
that the crisis had not managed to alter them was a strong indication
that the allegations were groundless, and that the ‘plot’ did not exist.
It was ironic then that amidst such concerns about potentially rebel-
lious Irish Catholics, Scottish Presbyterians would provide the reality
of rebellion instead.
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Institutions and the ‘Irish Plot’,
May 1679-November 1680

The English parliament was prorogued on 27 May, but events in
Scotland rapidly overshadowed all else. On 3 May 1679 Archbishop
James Sharp had been assassinated outside St Andrews by disaffected
Presbyterians. A subsequent attack by government forces on an armed
conventicle at Drumclog on 1 June prompted the outbreak of a
Covenanter rebellion in the west of Scotland. It ended at Bothwell
Brig on 22 June when the rebels were defeated by an Anglo-Scottish
force under Monmouth, whose star would rise in the aftermath.

A perennial concern about unrest in Scotland was that it might
spill over into Ulster or provoke unrest amongst Scottish Presbyteri-
ans in the province. Titus Oates, in his original allegations, claimed
that the Jesuits had also intended to foment a rebellion in Scotland.
Ormond was no friend of dissenters. At this time he was natu-
rally more concerned with Presbyterians than Catholics, especially
as ‘fanatic’ preachers were absconding to Ulster in the aftermath of
the rebellion.! Ironically, latent fears about the security of Protestant
Ireland were highlighted by a Protestant rebellion, as the upheaval in
Scotland illustrated that the reality of Protestant subversion within
the three kingdoms was potentially of greater significance than its as
yet unproven Catholic counterpart. In Ireland, the well-worn theme
of military finances (or the lack therof) was inevitably highlighted
at a time of potential military exertion.? This renewed emphasis
on finance (and thereby security) was more pertinent against the
backdrop of a rebellion that also had connotations in the broader
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crisis; after all, events ‘such as these were the beginning of our trou-
bles before 1641’.> Consequently, the security of Ulster remained a
major concern, both on its own terms and as an adjunct to events
in Scotland. Both Catholic and Presbyterian insurrection could easily
be encouraged by events elsewhere, though events in Scotland were
deemed unlikely to impede proceedings in the Popish Plot.* But the
reality of Presbyterian rebellion provided a counterpoint to the ongo-
ing, and unsubstantiated, allegations of a Catholic plot. The events
in Scotland highlighted the broader question of Ireland’s internal and
external security, and exacerbated the impact of the Popish Plot on
the establishments of the Irish administration. Alongside this, the
development and promotion of an alleged ‘Irish Plot’ soon began to
be promoted as a political tool in England during the ongoing crisis
over the succession.

I

The potential repercussions of the Scottish rebellion preyed upon
Ormond’s mind. Given his recurring scepticism about the exis-
tence of a Catholic plot, the Scottish rebellion was bound to take
precedence. Troops were to be put into readiness and deployed in
Ulster, with the explicit possibility that they would be sent over
to Scotland if required.®* Rumours persisted that Presbyterians in
Ulster were emboldened by events in Scotland, though at least some
Presbyterian ministers were prepared to pledge their loyalty to the
government.®

Concerns about unrest resonated across the country. In Dublin, the
Lord Mayor was to be granted an allowance, having ‘been at great
charge in order to the raising the militia for the safety of the city in
this time of danger’.” On 30 June a proclamation ordered the arrest of
all arrivals from Scotland until their credentials could be established
(‘no-one is to harbour them’); the ongoing traffic between Scotland
and Ireland ensured that the rebellion remained a preoccupation.?
But the lack of money remained a running sore for the government,
despite the fact that in early June the ongoing saga of Ranelagh’s
accounts had seemed on the brink of finally being resolved.® While
the eventual successes against the Scottish rebels justified measures to
prevent ‘insurrection or invasion’, the condition of the Irish revenue
guaranteed ‘the danger of this Kingdom to itself, and in consequence
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to the rest of his dominions to his Majesty’. Again, an Irish parlia-
ment was the obvious means of raising money to rectify this, and
Ormond bemoaned the continual delays in calling one, despite there
having been ‘some intervals that to me at this distance seemed long
enough for the work’." Monmouth’s eventual victory offered the
possibility that the king might devote time to security in general and
that of Ireland in particular.!' Instead, it prompted the dissolution
of the English parliament lest Monmouth’s new popularity provide
both him and Shaftesbury with a new ascendancy, as Charles began
to flirt with the idea of aligning himself with either the Dutch or the
French.'?

Despite this interlude, the continual allegations of Catholic plots
in Ireland had not abated. “We have had most dreadful accounts
of massacres in Ireland and French landing and putting all Protes-
tants to fire and sword, but of this we have no confirmation these
three weeks.”!® But Ireland remained quiet. This may have influenced
the Privy Council’s decision to release Richard Talbot (who had been
imprisoned for six months in Dublin Castle) on health grounds under
a £10,000 surety; in early July he was even permitted to go to France
to receive treatment for a badly swollen testicle (‘an extraordinary
swelling in one of his stones, near as big as a gooses egg, much
discoloured, and as he said very hard and sore’), thereby permit-
ting a convenient exile in France while he awaited permission to
return that would not be forthcoming.' The council also ordered the
release of Mountgarret, who was to be bailed due to his poor health.'®
Thus, two figures named and implicated in the supposed Irish Plot
were released, albeit under certain conditions; hardly a suggestion of
unwavering faith in the danger that they allegedly posed.

The prorogation of the English parliament seems to have offered
Ormond a lucky escape from a hostile political climate in England,
a pattern that would be repeated for the remainder of the year: he
would not find himself in such a precarious position again.'® This did
not mean that he would not come under pressure; but it would not
be critical pressure. Orrery told Essex that Ormond ‘has not engaged
to undertake for the safety of this kingdom’."” After the interlude
provided by the Scottish rebellion, this was a return to more tradi-
tional preoccupations. But there were some grounds for optimism,
as previously thorny issues seemed to reach resolution. The conve-
nient removal of Talbot from the political scene coincided with what
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appeared to be Ranelagh'’s reluctant acquiescence in the production
of his accounts.'®

Ireland had continued to lurk on the fringes of the Popish Plot in
England; but perhaps no more than the fringes. At the opening of the
trial of the five Jesuits (Fenwick, Groves, Harcourt, Turner and White)
on 13 June 1679, the prosecution opened its case with a damning
indictment of Catholics, who ‘kill the Protestants by thousands, with-
out law or justice, witness their bloody doings at Mirandel, their
massacre at Paris, their barbarous cruelty in Ireland, since the year
1640, and those in Piedmont, since 1650’." Later in the same trial,
Oates reiterated his belief in the existence of an Irish dimension to
the plot, and that Ormond’s murder would be an integral part of it.>
At Sir George Wakeman’s trial in July, he repeated his earlier claims
that there was an Irish Plot, and that Peter Talbot was involved in it.
An army was to be raised in Ireland, and once again, a crucial ele-
ment was to be ‘the poisoning of the duke of Ormond’.?! Ormond
was thereby cast as a potential victim of the Catholics rather than
their accomplice.??

While the issues that preyed on his mind were no different at
this point, Ormond began to seem more content in his charge.
Coventry had previously urged Ormond to remain in Ireland, as his
presence in London ‘would but precipitate the designs of your ene-
mies’, and should anything happen in Ireland in Ormond’s absence
it ‘would not escape odd reflection according to the humour of
the present conjuncture’. Ormond had previously been inclined to
resign, but Charles had not been inclined to accept it: he may have
wanted to keep a traditionally reliable servant in place at an uncer-
tain time. Moreover, such danger as the viceroy was in stemmed
from within the court; in parliament (when it had sat), his sup-
port ‘was so considerable that it was that which secured you’.?®
The eventual suppression of the Scottish rebellion alleviated some
of his fears about the condition of Ulster, and barring either civil
war or invasion there was still nothing to fear from Catholics.*
Indeed, such attitudes were becoming more widespread, and were
influenced by other factors. Protestant businessmen and merchants
in Galway petitioned for the return of the Catholics who had been
expelled from the city and offered to take responsibility for their loy-
alty, given that trade and the local economy had suffered: hardly
an indication of a belief in any imminent rebellion. However, while
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the Irish council overwhelmingly agreed, the king refused to con-
cede this, as the expulsion order had originally been prompted by
an address of the English House of Lords.?® To disregard this would
be impolitic at best, and the decision illustrated the gulf in percep-
tion between Dublin and London, for there did not seem to have
been any discernable threat. It also illustrated the gulf in terms of
authority. Fears about the condition of Ireland were dictated by the
exigencies of English politics as much as by Irish realities. The flux
of English politics was never far away, but consequently, its cur-
rents could be manipulated. For example, Longford was convinced
at this juncture that Ranelagh, given his increasingly precarious
position, could be easily crushed, and that it would be prudent
for Ormond to do so: the prospect of his resurgence could prove
disastrous.?

In the meantime, rumours against Ormond began afresh. He was
accused of being ‘disaffected’ to Protestants, deeming them the
greater danger (which was indeed his opinion).?” But he was also
informed of the king’s good favour, of Charles’s displeasure at the per-
sistent rumours of his dismissal, and of his stubborn refusal to replace
him.? This could only have been reassuring.? Indications of pressure
being exerted on Ranelagh also seemed to bode well, as a dispute
amongst the farmers of the Irish revenue suggested that the details of
the accounts would finally be made public, while there were rumours
abroad of Ranelagh’s corruption which if substantiated would prove
disastrous for him and his partners.3* However, the absence of an Irish
parliament remained problematic, especially as the ongoing peti-
tioning campaign to call a new parliament in England would soon
prompt elections there. In the meantime, Ormond was conscious
that there was potentially a window of opportunity in which to call
one in Ireland. He had wanted to do so since his reappointment, but
‘there was then no discovery of the plot that hath so employed his
Majesty’.3! Yet there had been no concrete discoveries of a plot in
Ireland, or of evidence to justify the belief in one.

The pattern established over the previous year since the plot allega-
tions first emerged remained largely unchanged. Ormond remained
vulnerable as the possibility of his impeachment in a future English
parliament had now arisen.?> Ranelagh had still not come to an
accounting and was fighting a rearguard action against having to
provide one.** Nonconformists in Ulster still remained a likely source
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of unrest.** But while such considerations remained relevant against
the backdrop of the Popish Plot, no further proof of the existence of
a Catholic plot had actually emerged. While there was no shortage
of conjecture and paranoia in Ireland, there was a dearth of actual
testimony and evidence. True, deponents in England had amplified
some of Oates’ original claims by making reference to a plot involving
Ireland. The original allegations about a plot to assassinate Ormond
and the king claimed that while the Jesuits were behind this, the
actual killers were to have been Irish: an awareness of Irish involve-
ment in the plot allegations in England was unlikely to have been
dissipated, and such innuendoes were evident in occasional scattered
reports in the London press.*

Ormond at this time did not unduly concern himself with issues
in England that did not directly impinge on him or his government,
though he continued to defend his conduct.® It was inevitable that
news of such insinuations would spread. The prominent Antrim
landowner and politician Edward Conway, Viscount Conway, was
informed by his agent George Rawdon that ‘Lord Ranelagh is long
looked for in Dublin’: a hint that he may have been suspected of
being the source of some such rumours. Rawdon also confirmed that
there was no indication of an Irish parliament being called, especially
when an English parliament was in session. But for Rawdon, these
events remained distant to the point of abstraction. Far removed from
the centre of power, the Tories of Ulster were of more immediate rel-
evance to him, most especially the notorious Redmond O’Hanlon,
who was on the run in Leitrim.?” In time, Tory activity would become
particularly relevant to the allegations about an Irish Plot. And such
allegations would soon receive a major lease of life. Up to this point,
there had been no Irish equivalents to Oates'’s allegations from any-
body who could provide first-hand testimony about the existence
of an Irish Catholic plot. However, in September 1679 rumours and
assumptions gave way to what seemed to be concrete evidence, in
the form of the testimonies of David Fitzgerald and Eustace Comyn.

Fitzgerald was a Limerick Protestant who would later play a
major role in the development (and eventual collapse) of allegations
about a Catholic conspiracy in Ireland, though his initial allegations
remain obscure.®® But Comyn’s allegations are not. Originally from
Painstown, County Meath, he claimed that some five years previ-
ously, in Carrick-on-Suir, he had heard John Brennan, the Catholic
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bishop of Cashel, bemoan the fact that ‘if he had more money than
he had, he had not enough of it to help those of his own religion’.
He had also spoken of the impending arrival of ‘those of his own reli-
gion, Frenchmen, that would come in to this kingdom and England
to take the kingdom for themselves’. York ‘was the right king, and
not he that has many bastards’. The malicious intentions of the
Catholics were revealed in the fact that Brennan allegedly gave £200
to Sir William Davis to assassinate Comyn, who apparently had more
to tell, though the examining justice of the peace had been sceptical
of his claims.?* In time, these allegations would assume a more imme-
diate relevance within the burgeoning Whig campaign to exclude
York from the succession.

II

In late August 1679 Charles II fell seriously ill, and the poten-
tial vulnerability of the succession prompted a brief crisis within a
crisis. Whether or not this directly affected the emerging Irish alle-
gations seems unlikely; the same is true of York’s eventual removal
to Scotland in September once Charles had recovered. At a more
prosaic level, it was reported in September 1679 that ‘Daniel Mac-
Carte’, ‘a notorious Irish priest’ had been captured on 25 August
on the verge of giving the last rites to a woman in London, and
had been identified by Oates.*® As the author of one anonymous
London broadsheet concluded, ‘such circumstances as these induce
us to believe, that the Papists are so far from being discouraged in
their hopes of perpetuating their late horrid conspiracy, that they
still proceed in it and pursue it, with fresh vigour’.*! Soon after
this a proclamation was issued offering a reward for information
on the ‘four ruffians appointed in the late traitorous conspiracy to
go to Windsor to assassinate the King’, three of whom were appar-
ently Irish; a pardon would also be forthcoming to anyone who
could provide such information by 20 October.*? In October it was
reported in the Whig press that ‘letters from Ireland, give an account
of a dangerous and mischievous design, which has been lately dis-
covered there, contrived by the Popish faction, for the destruction
of the Protestants’. Weapons had been discovered, and ‘a consider-
able person’ — possibly John Fitzpatrick — was thereby implicated.*
October also saw the election of an English parliament that was
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broadly in favour of ‘exclusion’, however defined, but the possibil-
ity that it would become a forum for grievances about Ireland (or
anything else) was forestalled by its prorogation until the following
year.

Again, the prorogation of the English parliament makes it diffi-
cult to draw a link between it and the flurry of new Irish allega-
tions. Ormond’s administration in Dublin was effectively sidelined,
as Ireland’s alleged role within the Popish Plot had emerged in
England. A warrant was issued in November 1679 for the arrest of
two of the ostensible Irish assassins of the king (Patrick Lavallyan
and Denis O’Kearney) who were believed to be in Ireland, but
Ormond was simply to ensure that they were sent to England when
captured.** The full investigation of their allegations would not
take place in Dublin. This potentially awkward development can
be contrasted with more promising news about the most obvious
group of potentially troublesome subjects in Ireland: a declaration
of loyalty to the government from Presbyterian preachers in Ulster.
Aware that, yet again, aspersions of disloyalty were cast upon them,
they had addressed themselves to Arthur Forbes, earl of Granard
(who was notably sympathetic to Presbyterians) in September with
assurances of their loyalty and their intention to discourage sedi-
tion amongst their flock, insofar as they did not contravene their
own principles. The difficulty of getting a unanimous declaration
was acknowledged, but should it be required, those ministers who
had subscribed would undertake to get one* After it had been
highlighted by the recent rebellion in Scotland, security in Ulster
would always be more concerned with Presbyterians then Catholics.*
Yet such security remained on a shaky foundation. The straitened
finances of the Irish government were evident when, three weeks
later, soldiers quartered in Lisburn were granted limited credit ‘in the
intervals of receiving their pay’.*’ It was also ordered that a number
of those implicated by David Fitzgerald be arrested: these included
Theobald Burke, Lord Brittas, and Peirce Lacy, an Irish soldier in
the French service.*® Fitzgerald had first come to official attention
through Orrery, but such difficulties as Orrery had presented might
not last, for it was generally accepted that his health was in terminal
decline.* Ossory had already suggested that Orrery’s elder brother
Richard Boyle, earl of Burlington, be earmarked for some of his
commands. Burlington was loyal to the king, but more pertinently
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was not deemed hostile to Ormond, and the perceived magnanim-
ity of such a gesture could only reflect well on the beleaguered
viceroy.*°

In late September the exiled York indicated his enthusiasm to see
an Irish parliament in session, preferably before Christmas.>! But he
was of the view that only the elderly Ormond could control it, and
the viceroy’s age made speed an imperative.*> However, investigation
of the plot allegations was intruding on the Irish government’s other
business. Ormond ordered the arrest of the remaining Catholic bish-
ops in Ireland, as soon as their whereabouts could be determined.
He specifically ordered the arrest of Plunkett and Patrick Tyrrell, the
incumbent bishop of Clogher. This would be ‘an extraordinary ser-
vice to the king’ but also ‘of great advantage to me’.* There were
also more substantial allegations of an Irish Plot that would prove
to have a greater resonance made by Hubert Boark of Waterford
against Richard Power, earl of Tyrone, a former governor of Waterford
(and MP for the county) who had seen considerable military service
abroad. Alongside these were a number of allegations about unspeci-
fied arms shipments to Waterford and Dungarvan, weapons that were
supposedly intended for Catholics as a prelude to a French invasion.
The various persons implicated here had been secured (apart from
Tyrone himself), though their accusers remained elusive.>

The essence of these allegations resembled their predecessors. The
Jesuits were supposedly at the vanguard of a plot to capture Limerick.
Troops were being raised for this purpose, and foreign assistance
was being solicited (Patrick Lavallyan, one of the Irishmen whom
Oates had claimed was to assassinate the king, was also now reported
to be near Limerick).’® By mid-October 1679, Ormond had sent
an account of ‘the plot David Fitzgerald undertook to discover’ to
London, adding that he had not completed his investigations before
‘my Lord of Orrery got notice of it, writ it over, and so it is got-
ten into print, with such reflections and remarks as I doubt not he
designed’.’” This text was based on allegations made against Tyrone
by another informer, John MacNamara, and concerned itself with a
plan to capture Limerick and ‘cut the poor Protestants throats’.>® Pub-
lication seemed to render further investigation of these allegations
worthless by providing advance warning to those whom he might
have implicated.>® This was a serious matter, as Ormond was willing
to concede the very real possibility that the claims were actually true.
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It was bound to magnify his dislike and distrust of Orrery (though
Orrery’s death on 16 October 1679 alleviated such concerns).

The timing of these investigations was awkward. Ormond
remained quite aware that such new discoveries could cause bills for
any prospective Irish parliament to be set aside.®® Despite the prolif-
eration of new allegations since the start of the year, the prospect of
a rebellion being raised was being taken very seriously by the Irish
government.®! More active measures against such plots were to be
undertaken in Ireland at the behest of the English government. In
late November both king and council instructed Ormond to prepare
bills for the exclusion of Catholics from parliament and state office,
for the implementation of the test acts, ‘and such other necessary
bills for suppressing Popery’.®> Ormond remained optimistic about
future realignments at court, especially after both Monmouth'’s exile
and Shaftesbury’s dismissal from office in the aftermath of the king’s
illness. However, it appeared to Ormond that Shaftesbury opposed
the sitting of an Irish parliament, ‘at least while I am the gover-
nor’, and he remained concerned that ‘the ill humour now stirring
in England will be transferred hither’.%

III

The tension between the desire to investigate the Popish Plot and
the more immediate institutional concerns of the Irish administra-
tion remained unresolved. Ormond bemoaned the time now being
devoted to — or wasted on - the examination of the continually
emerging flow of Irish informers.®* Yet this became a moot point
as the bill for confirming Irish estates was opposed in the Commit-
tee for Irish Affairs in London, thus delaying the Irish parliament
yet again.®® Tyrone’s father-in-law Arthur Annesley, earl of Anglesey,
the Irish born lord privy seal who, perhaps unsurprisingly, eventually
declined to support the Lords resolution in the belief in the existence
of an Irish Plot, observed that the Committee for Irish Affairs ‘cast out
unanimously the Irish pretended bill of confirmation of estates, but
really destruction to the English’, a blunt statement of at least one
opinion of it.®® Paradoxically the bill that was intended to facilitate
Ireland’s security could be perceived as having precisely the opposite
intention and effect. Such manoeuvres naturally attracted Ranelagh’s
attention. He disingenuously argued that it should be postponed
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until the following winter, as it could prove unhelpful to the king
due to the alleged bad will towards Ormond and his government
that might be expressed in it.*” Yet it was Ormond’s consistent belief
that any disgruntlement expressed in a parliament would ultimately
stem from the machinations of Ranelagh’s undertaking; his accounts
had been transmitted to Dublin in July, though his survival would
be guaranteed by the royal goodwill his financial transactions had
incurred.®®

Problems soon arose with the proposed parliament yet again: no
more draft legislation could be sent to London for examination
until those already under consideration were deliberated upon, unless
these were scrapped and drafted afresh. Matters were complicated by
the king’s order for the exclusion of Catholics from it, not to men-
tion the ‘suppression of Popery’.%” Ranelagh observed the subsequent
debate, in which it was suggested that Catholics be barred from civil
and military employment. He took the view that this could be done
legally anyway, and the imprisonment of Tyrone suggested that such
measures were in step with the times.” Essex apparently remained
opposed to the bills of confirmation and settlement, based suppos-
edly on his ambition to succeed Ormond as viceroy, but surprisingly,
he was deemed ‘partial to the Irish and consequently prejudicial to
the Protestant interest’.”! The Protestant interest remained concerned
about the future: in December 1679 a congregation at Youghal was
warned to remain vigilant due to ‘the troubles and disquiets that are
amongst us’.”?

However, the disorders of soldiers in Waterford seemed to indicate
that such assiduousness was unmatched by the resources available to
the authorities.” Rumblings of indiscipline amongst them had been
ongoing for some time, and had culminated with the murder of the
high constable of the town: he had urinated against the door of a
tavern where a number of officers were quartered and been killed for
his trouble. If, as was assumed, there was a plot, here was proof that
the resources with which to deal with it were in a poor condition
indeed, and the fact was advertised in London.”* Both the soldiers
and the officers continued to threaten the inhabitants into silence on
the matter, and Ormond insisted that this be dealt with strenuously.”
Such indiscipline was bound to draw attention to the perceived dere-
liction of their duties; in London, complaints were again being made
about the delay in forcing the handover of Catholic weapons, with



Institutions and the ‘Irish Plot’ 77

unflattering comparisons being made to the speed at which Blood'’s
Plot had been dealt with in 1663.7¢

The address of the mayor, sheriffs, and citizens of Waterford to
Ormond about the abuses of the soldiers (threats, abuse, robbery, and
murder) was printed in London in January 1680.”” This was not the
only Irish issue to be publicized there, as further hints and insinua-
tions about the presence or activities of Irishmen there were contin-
ually noted, along with further hints about the supposed existence
of an Irish Plot.”® There were also concerns voiced about Ormond’s
delay in providing details about a number of Irish informers, and
that no adequate account of Ranelagh’s financial dealings had been
compiled.” Ranelagh had sought to prevent this, but was under pres-
sure to do so nonetheless.®’ Throughout January attempts to transmit
further bills to England continued, ‘for the benefit of his Majesty the
security of this his kingdom and the satisfaction of his subjects’. The
focus remained on the confirmation bill, not least because its absence
would probably block the provision of supplies.®! On the financial
question, Ranelagh’s sojourn in England would seemingly be longer
than expected; consequently his accounting would be delayed even
further.®? The reality of Protestant opposition in Ireland to the bills
for the Irish parliament also became clearer, as did their occasionally
malicious basis; alongside the inevitable involvement of unspecified
English political figures, objections to them had previously been sent
to London by Orrery.®* Yet by the beginning of March the bill of set-
tlement was expected to prove acceptable on the basis of the original
argument in its favour: that the absence of it was likely to hinder
any prospective supply.®* Charles had told the Privy Council of his
intention to have an Irish parliament in session by the end of the
same month.%® The bills were to be transmitted back after amend-
ments by ‘some who are never unmindful when Ireland is named’
to guarantee that the oaths of allegiance and supremacy would be
imposed on all members of the parliament.?¢ Naturally, the possibil-
ity of a parliament sitting in Dublin did not appeal to Ranelagh, who,
as he himself wrote, was ‘meeting with nothing but malice and per-
secution’ there.!” The parliament was expected to sit in a matter of
weeks: according to Rawdon, ‘the news is everywhere’, and he began
to consider possible candidates for election. A militia bill for Ireland
was also reportedly imminent, along with a strengthened security
establishment in which Rawdon and Longford were tipped for senior



78 Ireland and the Popish Plot

positions (the latter would be appointed governor of Carrickfergus
before the end of the month).%® However, in the light of subsequent
developments, such indications of progress proved a false dawn.

IV

On 6 December 1679 Oliver Plunkett had been arrested near Dublin.
This was naturally reported in the London Gazette, presumably to
demonstrate the zeal of the government, as were the accusations
of high treason against Tyrone, and the existence of witnesses to
prove them.® However, Ormond was aware that there was a lack
of material evidence against Plunkett, though he could be detained
simply for remaining in Ireland.”® From captivity in Dublin Castle,
Plunkett himself observed that he had been released from solitary
confinement for the simple reason that there was no evidence against
him; he was imprisoned for practising his pastoral duties.”! From
the outside it undoubtedly seemed that Plunkett had been impris-
oned simply for remaining in Ireland, which meant that he might
not necessarily receive a severe punishment. John Fitzpatrick assured
the Vatican that Plunkett would probably be exiled or imprisoned,
that his execution seemed unlikely, and that he would prevail upon
Ormond to do something.”> Plunkett himself remained cautious,
informing the Vatican that the appointment of new bishops would
automatically prompt further repression, which would in turn alien-
ate the Catholic clergy and the laity from the hierarchy; his stance
remained unchanged up to his death, and by then was shared by
the other Catholic bishops.”® However, Plunkett would soon be sub-
jected to far more serious accusations, as the allegations of an Irish
plot began to gain new momentum.

By mid-January 1680 David Fitzgerald’s testimony was finally on
the verge of being sent to London.’* In February those of Hubert
Boark and a number of others were presented to the Privy Council,
and were passed on to the Committee for Irish affairs.”> They resolved
to prosecute those implicated by the allegations, including Tyrone,
Brittas, and Pierce Lacy. The peers were to be tried first, and ‘that in
order thereunto, preparations be made for the speedy calling of a par-
liament in that kingdom’.°® By now, Irish informers were becoming
increasingly prominent. One such individual (‘Egan alias Fitzgerald’)
was to travel to Cork with letters of introduction from Essex and the
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secretary of state, Robert Spencer, earl of Sunderland, to search for
arms and incriminating papers related to the plot that were hidden
in the wall of an abbey. Whatever was found was to be examined,
copied, and the originals sent on to Sunderland.”” However, in late
March 1680 a report was published in London about the activities
of a Franciscan friar, John Fitzgerald: presumably the same individ-
ual who had claimed to know of the material supposedly hidden in
the wall, and possibly the same ‘Mr Fitzgerald’ who had made allega-
tions about sinister Catholic activities in Sligo and attracted Orrery’s
attention in 1678.%® Letters were found in his lodgings that ‘proved
to be in his own hand writing, and were filled with abominable trea-
sons against his sacred majesties life, and the Protestant religion, and
contained the same things that the letters he said did, that were to
be found hid in the wall in Ireland’ (his seizure whilst seemingly in
the process of forging testimony was attributed to misplaced zeal).””
By April Fitzgerald was en route to Ireland again, having apparently
sidestepped this difficulty.'®

By the spring of 1680 detailed allegations about the existence of a
Catholic conspiracy in Ireland were coming thick and fast. In Febru-
ary the Privy Council had examined more papers relating to the
allegations made against Tyrone and Brittas that seemingly involved
plans for a French invasion and the capture of Limerick. Those impli-
cated were now to be arrested for high treason.'®® But despite the
allegations, scepticism about the existence of a plot was evident once
again. Ormond noted that the cases against Tyrone and Brittas were
not the same plot that David Fitzgerald had claimed to know of,
and any prosecution would be forced to rely on Fitzgerald’s testi-
mony, and it was unclear at this stage whether he would produce
any more.!? It would soon be obvious that, irrespective of whether
the claims of these Irish informers were true or not, the allegations
that they were prepared to make would soon assume a far greater and
more specific relevance.

\Y

The reasons for this were quite straightforward. The prospect of
English involvement in an anti-French alliance in early 1680 raised
the possibility that the Whigs might be robbed of the popular
sentiment that had undoubtedly come to their side.'®® Possibly in
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order to maintain the momentum of the campaign against the court,
in March 1680 Shaftesbury claimed to have obtained more informa-
tion about an Irish Plot; specifically that provided by a renegade
priest from Armagh, Edmund Murphy, to William Hetherington,
an obscure if dubious individual whom Murphy had met in jail.
Hetherington was apparently from Ganderstown in County Louth,
and was imprisoned in Dundalk in 1679 for debt and dealings with
Tories. He persuaded Murphy to swear to the existence of a Catholic
plot in Ireland and escaped from custody in about May 1679, present-
ing himself to Shaftesbury in London in February 1680. He appeared
before the Privy Council on 24 March 1680, and, using Murphy’s alle-
gations, sought to implicate both Ormond and Oliver Plunkett in a
Catholic plot to orchestrate a French invasion.

This gave a renewed impetus to the plot allegations (even if
Murphy was later described by Sir Henry Coventry as being of ‘very
bad character’).!” Ormond was not the primary target: this would
have distracted attention from York.'® But Plunkett was now explic-
itly implicated in a conspiracy that ‘was to no other intent but to
ruin the king and his three kingdoms and to bring in popery’.!%
Hetherington was sent back to Ireland to obtain more evidence and,
in the aftermath of his revelations, it was resolved that a commit-
tee of the Privy Council should be appointed to investigate these
accusations.'” Essex, Coventry, and Shaftesbury were subsequently
reported to be members of this committee, but secrecy surrounded its
proceedings and virtually no information emerged from it.!°® There
was an embargo placed on reports of what had transpired, though it
was known to be about ‘some design alleged to be of great danger to
the Kingdom of Ireland’.’® Rumours proliferated in the absence of
details, but it was obvious that the revelations were being taken very
seriously, as the king resolved to attend the next council meeting in
order to hear them himself.!!°

As a consequence the legislation for an Irish parliament was
delayed again. It was not now expected until May: the parliament
would be delayed until August at least.!'! Ossory wrote to his belea-
guered father that ‘yours, and I may presume to say, the kings
enemies, use all their artifices to blast our reputations’.!'? He also sug-
gested that if Ireland was indeed quiet, and if the parliament could
be called, Ormond should press for it ‘with all imaginable vigour’.
If not, he should inform the king of the reasons for his seemingly



Institutions and the ‘Irish Plot’ 81

drastic change of mind. Ossory also warned him that Essex was intent
on opposing such bills as Ormond presented.!'* Mails from England
were stopped, but Sir William Petty came over by sea and informed
Ormond of events in London. The viceroy’s concern for his position
was obvious when he concluded that there were deliberate efforts
to keep him in the dark, and that therefore ‘something is informed
against me’.!*

At this point in time, the latter fear was more reasonable than
usual. Secretive proceedings around the Irish informers also tended
to prompt suspicions about them, and these were often entirely jus-
tified. Those who had made allegations against Tyrone, for example,
withdrew from his trial in Ireland and absconded to England when
their own immunity from prosecution expired: John MacNamara was
accused of horse stealing, and Hubert Bourk of other unspecified
misdemeanours. Further allegations of plot discoveries in Ulster and
Connacht incurred Ormond’s cynicism and contempt.

I do not so much wonder at the scandals cast upon us now as
that it was not done sooner. But it was necessary to amuse the
people, as with new plots so with new actors in them. The discov-
eries now on foot in the north and in the west of this kingdom
can come to nothing by reason of the extravagant villainy and
folly of the informers, who are such creatures that no schoolboy
would trust them with a design for the robbing of an orchard. My
Lord of Essex’s tool is a silly drunken vagabond that cares not for
hanging a month hence if in the meantime he may solace him-
self with brandy and tobacco. Murphy is all out as debauched, but
a degree wiser than the other. The other fellow brought by my
Lord of Shaftesbury to the council broke prison being in execu-
tion, and now the sheriff or jailor are sued for the debt. This is
their true character, but perhaps not fit for you to give of them. If
rogues they must be that discover roguery, these must be the best
discoverers, because they are the greatest rogues.''®

By now their importance was also obvious, irrespective of their char-
acters. Charles instructed that they be kept apart from strangers, and
that their information be kept confidential until he had seen it in
full. It also seemed obvious that the imprisoned Oliver Plunkett was
increasingly becoming the subject of these allegations.!®
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Scepticism was inevitable. Sir Thomas Southwell of Limerick, who
was implicated by David Fitzgerald, was concerned that the accusa-
tions against him were essentially malicious. Two years previously a
tenant, one ‘Gerald’ (possibly Fitzgerald), a ‘madman’, accused him
of involvement in a plot when there was ‘no talk of any such thing
either in England or Ireland’; it apparently arose from a dispute over
rent. But ‘as to the Irish Plot, we believe more is spoken of there than
we hear of it here’.!'” However, on 26 April 1680 a proclamation reit-
erated that which had previously been issued against the Catholic
hierarchy on 16 October 1678, combining it with the rewards set out
in that of 26 March 1679.'"® This implied an official and public belief
in the existence of a plot on the part of an Irish government that
remained privately sceptical about it. ‘There has been great industry
to make it believed all over England that Ireland is on the brink of
confusion and cutting of throats.” Merchants had inquired about the
condition of Ireland, as uncertainty and fear curtailed trade across
the Irish Sea. Ormond blamed Sir Henry Capel (Essex’s brother) for
fomenting this, and resolved to furnish himself with copies of any
relevant documentation that might emerge in London, for Essex was
now in possession of what appeared to be incriminating material that
could prove embarrassing to Ormond; namely, papers that had been
found on the body of the Tory Patrick Fleming.'"?

Fleming came from an Old English family in Meath, and had
become a prominent and destructive Tory on the Ulster border. He
was also an associate of Redmond O’Hanlon, with whom he had been
proclaimed in October 1676. Fleming subsequently sought Plunkett’s
assistance to obtain a pardon, and Plunkett successfully prevailed
upon Essex to obtain safe passage for him out of Ireland. But in
February 1678 Fleming was ambushed by soldiers while drinking in
Iniskeen, County Monaghan, and after a struggle he and a num-
ber of his followers were killed and beheaded. His head was taken
to Lisburn, the bodies were put on display, and while Ormond later
commented that ‘a good end was put to that negotiation’, Fleming
passed into folklore as the subject of a famed lament.!?°

A number of papers had been found on his body. One was appar-
ently a letter written by Plunkett outlining what he had done on
Fleming’s behalf. Ormond had been advised to send a copy of this
to England to use in the proceedings against Plunkett. The original,
which had apparently been destroyed, supposedly contained a safe
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conduct or protection from Ormond, who caustically noted that
Plunkett’s activities occurred under Essex’s government. It was clearly
intended to discredit the viceroy.'?! It would not be the only attempt
to do so. Ormond was also warned that militantly anti-Catholic bills
were to be foisted upon him, as any refusal to accept them would
be inevitably embarrassing. It seemed likely that he would refuse to
consider them anyway. His analysis of 1678, that persecution would
merely prove provocative, remained valid. It was compounded by the
fact that the execution of these bills would prove disastrous to the
already creaking revenue by affecting the large number of Catholic
merchants in Ireland, thus damaging trade still further.'”? But in
a sign that Charles still retained considerable control over English
political affairs, Ossory had been reappointed to the privy council
in April, and he now advised his father to disregard rumours of his
involvement ‘in a design of betraying Ireland to France’, for ‘the vis-
ible falsity of those reports has rather done us good than harm, in
shewing the animosity and grounds upon which our ruin is aimed’.
Perhaps less convincing was his suggestion that Ormond’s good ser-
vice to the king in the prospective Irish parliament would serve to
‘frustrate’ any attacks upon him.'?® In this regard, as in others, little
had changed: Ormond remained an important servant of the crown,
but such allegations as were reported — up to and including sugges-
tions that he was plotting with York and the French — were clearly
intended to discredit him, and by extension, York, with the fur-
ther possibility that somehow they would serve to undermine Irish
support for the king.!**

VI

If a leading Whig such as Shaftesbury was willing to promote alle-
gations about an Irish Plot, there were cogent reasons for doing so.
In order to exclude York from the succession on the grounds that he
was Catholic, it was necessary to emphasize that a Catholic monarch
would have dangerous implications for the Protestants of the three
kingdoms. An obvious means of doing this was to reiterate stock
images of Catholic animosity and brutality towards Protestants. In
English eyes, immediately relevant examples of such activity were to
be found in the perceived and actual atrocities committed against
Protestant settlers in Ireland during the 1641 rebellion.
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There was a straightforward logic in promoting such claims. 1641
occupied a special place in the Protestant imaginations of both
islands.’ If the Popish Plot and Exclusion Crisis rested upon the
assumption that a Catholic attack on Protestants in the Stuart king-
doms was imminent, then the perception of the rebellion as whole-
sale massacre made it an obvious example of what this might entail.
The promotion of the ‘Irish Plot’ rested upon the intertwined assump-
tions that an Irish rebellion akin to that of 1641 was on the verge
of recurring once more and of being transposed to England: a belief
that would be shared in both islands. This was inevitably linked to
the possibility of the Catholic York succeeding his brother Charles as
king. The implication was clear: who better to preside over a Catholic
massacre than a Catholic king? As manipulated in the service of
the exclusion campaign, specific concerns about the Catholic Irish
were distilled from existing perceptions, newly bolstered by informa-
tion that was harnessed to a very specific political purpose: it was
intended to help effect a transformation in the nature of the state by
barring Catholics from ruling it. While England lacked examples of
what Catholics might potentially do should they be given the chance,
Ireland could provide them. For Shaftesbury and his associates, this
meant raising the spectre of an Irish Plot that was to culminate in a
rebellion along the lines of that of 1641, as they subsequently sought
to do.

However, the specific allegations were open to question. Previ-
ous indictments against Tyrone for high treason, arising from the
same allegations now being made against him, had been declared
ignoramus at a sitting of the Waterford assizes.'® The fact that
these had already been thrown out by an Irish jury would natu-
rally cast doubt on their veracity, especially when the county grand
jury was also reported to have dismissed them.!”” So on at least
two counts, the credibility of allegations about an ongoing Irish
Plot was damaged. The plausibility of any further allegations could
easily be questioned. ‘At my first coming here’, noted Conway,
‘I heard great noise of a plot in Ireland...but since that time it
has all grown cold.””?® Ormond’s own scepticism received a boost
after the unsuccessful errand to find evidence in Munster. But the
proliferation of similar allegations would take time to investigate,
which meant the transmission of parliamentary bills from Lon-
don to Dublin was now unlikely to occur before the end of May.
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Despite Fitzgerald’s failure to produce his evidence in Munster, yet
another unnamed informer, supposedly from Dublin, had returned
to Ireland and ‘is gone in search of witnesses’ with an escort in tow.
Ormond expected their return ‘by the end of this week and then
they shall not stay here long’. While aware of his perennially pre-
carious position, Ormond noted one circumstance that inadvertently
suited him: the fact that Orrery was dead, which, he sarcastically
observed, was ‘a great misfortune to the discoverers of plots in this
kingdom’.'?°

On the other hand, belief in the Irish plot was not dead either.!*
Ormond was willing to gather information to send to England, and
while he continued to dismiss suggestions that he resign his post,
he remained pessimistic about his chances of retaining it.'*! Murphy
and Hetherington had by now left London and returned to Ireland,
as had Boark and John MacNamara. Their activities in Ireland remain
obscure, but Ormond was disgruntled at being sidelined when it came
to dealing with both Fitzgerald and Hetherington, and the implicit
suspicion this entailed (Essex was blamed for this, amongst others).!3
Ormond had been unable to understand Murphy while interview-
ing him, and instructed that his testimony be written down. But
from what he could understand, Ormond had noticed that he did
not mention any plot resembling what was written down for him, or
even what Hetherington had originally claimed. Murphy had men-
tioned nothing of the kind until he was faced with the prospect
of being returned to Dundalk, so ‘it might reasonably be suspected
that Murphy’s pretence to the discovery of a plot was to avoid his
being returned to the jail of Dundalk’.’®®* Ormond’s suspicions were
compounded by his subsequent observation that Murphy’s allega-
tions were derived from those of another rogue friar, John MacMoyer,
a Franciscan from Armagh and associate of Murphy (he had been
curate of the same parish) who had made similar allegations against
Plunkett in the past.!* MacMoyer claimed to have seen a letter
from Plunkett to the Vatican in 1673, claiming that 60,000 men
were ready in Ireland but lacked weapons, and requesting assistance
on this point.”*® The informers were casting their nets increasingly
widely.

Charles instructed that these new allegations be investigated more
fully: the examinations were to continue. In the meantime the
informers were to be kept away from strangers, and publication of
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their allegations was to be delayed until a full report had been given
to the king.!*® By now large numbers of Irish witnesses were arriving
in London, as were personal testimonies from Ireland to be pre-
sented to the Privy Council, (many of the informer’s accents were
incomprehensible to English ears).!¥ Despite attempts at secrecy,
the allegations against Plunkett were reported in the Whig press,
as was the fact that Hetherington had provided Shaftesbury with
Murphy’s allegations.'*® Yet, as Haley has written, ‘so far as English
politics were concerned the effect of the depositions was only to keep
alive the general feeling that Catholics were dangerous and desperate
plotters’.!*° The Irish were not the only Papists.

Such witnesses as were now in London posed questions of a dif-
ferent nature. Ossory, writing to his father, observed that Essex had
become ‘so diligent in discovering Irish Plots’, and it seemed reason-
able to wonder why he had not noticed them when he had been
viceroy.'** However, despite his prominent involvement in the ini-
tial investigation of the new disclosures, Essex rapidly lost faith in
the credibility of these claims about an Irish Plot; one consequence
of this was that it permitted Ormond to regain an input into the
investigation of the allegations.!*! By now he was willing to focus
upon the Catholic threat, and their alleged intention ‘to design and
struggle for the restitution of their religion in the kings dominions’
(though this did not automatically imply belief in a plot at this partic-
ular time). Ormond soon received word that some of the informers
were to be sent back to Ireland to testify against Plunkett. By this
stage both John O'Moloney, the Catholic bishop of Killaloe, and
Peter Creagh, the Catholic bishop of Cork and Cloyne, had also been
implicated. They had come to official attention before, and were now
to be arrested for complicity in the plot. It was reported that David
Fitzgerald was travelling to Ireland to testify against them, as ‘Popish
recusants’ were to be barred from the juries.'*? On the other hand,
the English Privy Council were unimpressed by John Fitzgerald, and
with what seemed to be outright falsehoods in what he had claimed.
The abbey wall that had been central to his testimony proved a par-
ticular point of contention, and ‘the king jestingly says it was my
Lord of Essex’s and his plot’.!* The eventual account published by
(or on behalf of) John Fitzgerald contained little to inspire confidence
in his allegations.'** Once again, proof seemed absent. In the mean-
time, Henry Ingoldsby (a former Cromwellian officer and a member
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of the Irish council deemed ‘zealous’ by Shaftesbury'*) was to be
dismissed from the council, ‘by reason of his factious carriage in Eng-
land, and traducing of the government here’.!*® The precise details
remain obscure, but such a dispute may have been influenced by
older enmities from the 1640s. Orrery was not the only figure to tra-
duce Ormond and his government. There seemed to be no shortage of
others.

VIl

Ormond was unimpressed with the erstwhile witnesses who had
arrived in Ireland to assist in Plunkett’s prosecution. He was also
uncertain as to how he should deal with them. They were to be
kept under close guard, so as not to be ‘tampered with’ or given an
opportunity to abscond; explicit within this was the possibility that
they might yet fabricate a story, and implicitly, that they were not
to be trusted. Subsequent events suggested why. If left at liberty, he
suggested, they might be inclined to change their evidence against
Plunkett ‘who is reasonably well allied and friended in these parts’.
He was especially wary of Edmund Murphy, ‘who broke prison and is
charged with a capital crime’, but was sceptical of the Irish informers
as a whole: ‘nor have the rest the reputation of men of such tender
consciences but that, without doing too much injury, it may be sus-
pected they may hearken to an advantageous proposition from any
hand’.'*” The links between the various witnesses remain obscure,
but the differences that emerged between them are not. John Mac-
Moyer wrote to Hetherington to express his mounting dissatisfaction
with him. Despite promises to MacMoyer and his associates, Hether-
ington was instead ‘the greatest enemy [for] our persons that ever
was hitherto in nature’. Whilst professing his loyalty to king and
country, MacMoyer was concerned that he and a number of oth-
ers would themselves be prosecuted after Plunkett’s trial. He pleaded
with Hetherington to obtain a general pardon for them, for if they
were to be tried, by MacMoyer’s own admission there would be no
shortage of witnesses against them. He stated that Hans Hamilton
had aided and protected him, and had passed his testimony on to
Essex.'*® But the opinion of the Catholic hierarchy, who kept them-
selves informed of the unfolding developments for fear that they
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would be the prelude to further persecution, was that this plot in
which they were supposedly involved did not actually exist.'*

It was obvious that the informers had influential and powerful
friends. One was Henry Jones, to whom Murphy had been recom-
mended by ‘that honourable lord and worthy patriot the earl of
Shaftesbury’. Jones recommended Murphy (whom he deemed to be
in particular danger) to Colonel Roderick Mansell, an associate of
Essex who had served in the army in Ulster, and who had since
become aligned with the Whigs. Jones suggested that Murphy’s tale
should be told to the King to ensure that he would receive a pardon,
‘though let not my name be used’; Essex and Shaftesbury were to be
prevailed upon if further assistance was required.'>® Mansell obliged;
Hetherington was scheduled to appear before the Privy Council on
16 June, as movement on their pardons was expected.'s! Jones kept
himself informed of events, informing Mansell about them in turn,
and providing him with a copy of a letter MacMoyer had written to
Hetherington, suggesting that Dundalk was too dangerous and intim-
idating a venue for the witnesses against Plunkett and that his trial
should be moved to Dublin instead.!*> The witnesses were apparently
granted protection for the duration of Plunkett’s trial, but there was
no assurance of pardons thereafter, ‘which I think was not intended
but is so here confirmed, so as there may be in danger after to some
of them...I reserve my writing to [my] lord the Earl of Shaftesbury
until I may have something more for his lordship’.'*® The connec-
tions were obvious. By this time Jones had also been involved in the
interrogation of David Fitzgerald, and may have been involved in the
investigation of the accusations against Tyrone.'>*

However, Ossory also kept himself informed of events, and
described Jones as ‘not only a spiteful but a false informer’ who was
scheming with Mansell and Robert Ware, the son of the antiquary
Sir James Ware, who was related to Jones by marriage and who had
previously been responsible for publishing anti-Catholic propaganda.
Boyle and Ormond suspected him of feeding allegations about a plot
to unspecified figures in London. Ossory contradicted Jones’ asser-
tion that ‘Murphy was prosecuted after he had accused [Henry] Baker
and [Ensign] Smith’, two of the soldiers who had arrested him; the
opposite was true, and Jones apparently knew it.!*> The credibility
of witnesses such as Murphy was to be maintained in the face of
mounting evidence to the contrary.
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In July Oliver Plunkett’s trial finally took place in Dundalk; or more
properly, there was an attempt to try him. MacMoyer had opposed
the venue, but efforts to have it moved elsewhere had failed, and
Plunkett was indicted on 23 July. There were 32 witnesses available
to refute allegations that he had raised an army of 70,000 Catholics
to massacre Protestants and had planned to assist a French inva-
sion (the same allegations for which he would later be convicted
in London). The prosecution was not so lucky. Edmund Murphy,
who had previously escaped from Dundalk jail and was afraid to
testify against Plunkett there lest he be hanged himself, fled to
England. MacMoyer simply failed to turn up. Presumably, the pro-
tections they sought from Jones were deemed insufficient. The trial
collapsed, and Plunkett was returned to Dublin. The original choice
of venue had been a ‘great discouragement’ to the informers, given
Plunkett’s ‘great acquaintance and interest in that part of the coun-
try’, so the Privy Council finally agreed to move his eventual retrial
to Dublin from Dundalk.’*® However, it would not take place there
either.

VIII

Bills for a proposed Irish parliament were finally en route to Eng-
land for consideration, and Ormond still wanted to call a parlia-
ment. But he had anticipated opposition to the legislation on two
grounds: that of finance, given that the issue of Ranelagh’s accounts
had inevitably re-emerged; and factional hostility disguised as ‘zeal
against Popery’.""” But

Whoseover understands the dangerous state of the kingdom,
believes there was and is still a Popish Plot, or [really] fears a French
invasion or a Popish rebellion or both, cannot be of opinion that it
is fit to delay or frustrate the only means of preventing or repulsing
those evils."®

Peremptory demands based on this reality were of relevance to Whigs
such as Shaftesbury, but for markedly different reasons. He had
reportedly exclaimed, ‘does Ireland, the snake...think to give law
to England? To give money to make the king independent of his peo-
ple, to raise an army if they be so powerful! It’s time for England



90 Ireland and the Popish Plot

to look about them, to make it a province’.’® It was significant in
these circumstances that the Privy Council were still deliberating on
the draft bills for the Irish parliament. New problems had arisen on
this front, as the revenue farmers who had succeeded Ranelagh were
reportedly threatening to quit should these bills be accepted as they
stood. They argued that Ireland was in no position to support more
taxes, and had reportedly issued a dark warning that if the current
revenue farm was dissolved, ‘though they all be hanged at Tyburn
some great men shall pay for it, and dearly too’. The possibility of
an Irish parliament being convened in the near future was now very
real, but if so, the Irish farmers were prepared to state their opin-
ion of the condition of Ireland before the English parliament, along
with their reasons for opposing the legislation. Despite this, Ormond
could soon report that Ranelagh, despite his best efforts ‘has brought
his accounts to a balance, which I am told will weigh heavy on him
and his partners’.!®®

Ultimately, such concerns about finance were prompted by con-
cerns about security, which in turn were bound to prompt further
consideration of whether Ireland was in any position to defend itself.
Such concerns could easily be manipulated by an Irish administra-
tion that had long bemoaned its inability to do so adequately. In July
1680 Arthur Forbes, earl of Granard, arrived in London to discuss two
reports on the state of Ireland that he had provided to the king, and
to offer his advice on them.'®!

Granard was a senior and experienced soldier. A presbyterian roy-
alist of Scottish extraction, he was also a close ally of Ormond, and
was well regarded and respected for his experience and knowledge
of Irish affairs. His extensive experience as a senior officer made him
an obvious choice for such an errand as this. The case that he put
forward on behalf of the Irish government was straightforward and
unsurprising: Ireland was in no condition to withstand an invasion
by anyone. Irish defences were in a bad condition: fortifications in
particular were decayed, and munitions remained inadequate. The
army itself was dilapidated and thereby weakened, and the payment
of forces in Tangiers by the Irish exchequer was another drain of
money that could be put to more immediate military uses. In early
July Charles had sought to add to this debt, ordering that 500 foot
soldiers and 120 horse troops were to be sent from Ireland to the gar-
rison at Tangiers.'*® It was perhaps significant in the light of Granard’s
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statement that this deployment was subsequently cancelled, and the
troops were ordered back to their former postings in Ireland. This
may have been little more than a stopgap, but could also be a sign
of positive things to come.'®® The need to guarantee Ireland’s secu-
rity had underpinned the continual demands for a parliament from
the mid-1670s, but private interests (such as Ranelagh’s undertaking),
tardiness, and the Popish Plot had all intervened to prevent it. There
was some optimism about the prospects for a parliament sitting in the
near future, even if it was accepted that there would be major oppo-
sition to it in England.'** However, on 30 July Ormond was dealt a
major blow, politically and personally, when Ossory died in London
after a short illness. A universally popular figure perceived by many
as solidly Protestant, he had just been nominated for the position of
governor of Tangiers (a post that he himself suspected was intended
to get him out of the way). Despite public outpourings of sympathy
and Ormond’s evident grief, the looming spectre of the Irish Plot con-
tinued to overshadow other considerations, including the calling of
an Irish parliament. It was ironic that continual delays in considering
legislation that was ultimately intended to secure Ireland’s defences
was being delayed by fears of Ireland’s vulnerability.

Ormond was given advance notice of an intelligence report on Ire-
land drawn up for the king, and based upon the memorandums pre-
viously submitted by Granard. The substance of it was not new: that
the dispossessed Irish might yet join any prospective invasion force.
The Irish army and defences in general were indeed in an appalling
condition, but this would not be alleviated in the immediate future
due to the ongoing wrangling over the parliament. Therefore, more
stopgap measures were proposed. The existing army could be moved
around the country (to provide a semblance of readiness), while 1000
additional foot soldiers were to be recruited in England. It was also
suggested that key state salaries and pensions be stopped or sus-
pended to free up funds.'® Perhaps in an attempt to capitalize on
what seemed to be a positive response to his original suggestions,
Granard reported to the English Privy Council again on 18 August
1680. Acting for Ormond, he provided another detailed report that
was substantively similar to its predecessors, and with disturbingly
specific details: only 2000 men were fit for service in Ireland, and the
only mounted guns in the kingdom were at the new fort at Kinsale. At
least £100,000 would be required to bring the military establishment
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to an adequate state of readiness.'®® But Granard’s report seems to
have prompted imminent (if not immediate) movement on the par-
liamentary bills.'*” They were deemed acceptable: none, bar one on
ecclesiastical livings, was laid aside, though all were questioned. The
finance bill for raising a subsidy of £200,000 was the major stick-
ing point in this instance, mainly due to the objections of Sir James
Shaen, the Irish surveyor-general who had become the leading figure
amongst the revenue farmers who succeeded Ranelagh in 1675. Hav-
ing previously been suspected of corruption, both Ranelagh and
Ormond had sought to remove him from his position, but this now
seemed to have been strengthened; Shaen was well connected at
court, and perhaps more significantly, had ensured that payment of
the farm rents had not been disrupted. He had argued that raising
revenue via a parliament was impossible, and he instead proposed
an optimistic (if obscure) alternative.'®® But Ormond’s personal pres-
tige, combined with his official role, lent considerable weight to his
case that the legislation for the parliament should now be proceeded
with.'%? Regardless of the differing views about an Irish parliament in
itself, there was consensus on the necessity to overhaul the military
establishment in Ireland, and the tide of political opinion seemed
to be turning in favour of a parliament in the wake of Granard’s
report.’” In such circumstances, Ormond could restate his commit-
ment to holding a parliament and his reasons for doing so.'! It was
expected that it would be called soon.'”> The Committee for Irish
Affairs ordered that estimates be drawn up as to what the antic-
ipated revenues were to be spent on, and that Ireland’s potential
for collecting further revenue be assessed.'”? Charles, along with
Coventry, Jenkins and Sir William Temple, a senior diplomat and the
son of Sir John Temple, was inclined to take Ormond’s side against
Shaen, despite the latter’s apparent efficiency. In turn, Essex and Lau-
rence Hyde, the first commissioner of the treasury, supported Shaen.
The Irish parliamentary bills were recommended for scrutiny once
again.!”4

Ormond remained unimpressed by Shaen’s activities, but was also
inclined to remain wary of him.'”® Admittedly, Shaen may have
had other motivations than zeal for the king’s service: he had
been aligned with Orrery by marriage, and formerly with Ranelagh
through the undertaking, though they had since fallen out. He had
also been an agent for Irish lands at the restoration, and the bill
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to confirm Irish estates would certainly put a stop to such lucra-
tive activities: indeed, this was one of its objectives.!”® The eventual
acceptance of Shaen’s proposal, the precise details of which remain
obscure but which seemed to obviate the necessity to obtain funds
from any Irish parliament, ensured that it would not be called. This
was deeply suggestive of how little real power Ormond possessed in
his station at this point: the fact that the details of Shaen’s proposals
were withheld even from him only confirmed this."”’

This came amidst new claims of an imminent Catholic plot ‘to
be executed this month by massacre upon the Protestants’,'”® which
may also have dovetailed with other rumours claiming that York was
now supposedly intent on going to Ireland.'”” Ormond remained
sceptical of Shaen, and of his contention that Ireland was too poor
to pay what was being demanded. Ormond claimed that Ireland was,
at this juncture, more prosperous than at any time since the reign of
Henry II; this was proven by an increase in trade, and in the value
of Irish lands. After all, Ormond was (as he pointed out himself) in
a good position to know this. Here was an implicit assertion that
Ireland, despite its apparent vulnerability, remained stable. But as for
the Irish parliament, in his view it was now no longer possible for it
to sit before the English parliament sat.!®® English opposition to the
proposed legislation had become far too strong to permit this within
such a timeframe.'®' Indeed, no Scottish parliament would be called
during this period either: Charles had enough difficulties with one
parliament in England, let alone one in each capital city in the three
kingdoms.

Such difficulties eroded the viceroy’s morale. Ormond was disillu-
sioned by his station as much as the continual intrigues against him,
and claimed that he remained in his post through loyalty alone.!#?
Others, such as Boyle, noted the detrimental effect on the author-
ity of the government of such continual objections to legislation.!®3
Ormond continued his tirades against Shaen, given that his argu-
ments gave the perfect excuse to those who would oppose any Irish
parliament. He found himself bemoaning the ‘ill condition the king-
dom is in when it is threatened with Popish Plots and a French
invasion’, but ironically, advertising this fact was not prudent, for
it could prompt speculation about the Irish government’s perceived
laxity.'®* Equally, reports from Dublin suggested that few prominent
Catholics remained there, having gone to either England or France
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in the previous 20 days.'®® But it was unlikely that Ormond and his
colleagues would receive any credit for that.

XI

The preoccupation of the English government with institutional
affairs in Ireland was an interlude, as it soon gave way to renewed
concerns about the lurking possibility of an Irish Catholic conspir-
acy; it was even reported in England that families in the north
of Ireland were now flocking to Virginia for fear of the Papists.'8
Ormond was to be accused once again of complicity in a plot, as
Shaftesbury wanted him ejected from the Irish government and dis-
credited; rumours emerged in early October about the appointment
of ‘a new lieutenant of Ireland’.'®” It was also reported amongst
the Anglican episcopate that papal emissaries were abroad, armed
with commissions permitting the conversion of the English and the
Irish.'®®

Yet there was no more definite evidence than reports of this kind,
which were of a piece with the allegations made by the Irish inform-
ers. Even before those had been presented to the lords, there were
suggestions in Ireland that their claims may have been manipulated.
Obscure allegations about a plot strongly resembling that described
by David Fitzgerald had been made in Limerick by two equally
obscure figures, David Nash and Donough Lyne. The resemblance
was itself suspicious: John Odell, the justice of the peace who had
taken their testimony, had noted that Fitzgerald’s allegations ‘but
magnified’ those of Nash, and Odell had been alarmed by sugges-
tions that he had manipulated these witnesses.!® Some days later,
Lyne was brought before Ormond in Kilkenny to ‘subscribe’ to his
testimony, which, Ormond reminded him, ‘flatly contradicted’ what
he had previously sworn. Under pressure from the viceroy, the admit-
tedly ill and incoherent Lyne admitted that ‘he knew nothing of the
plot but what he had from Nash’. Nash was brought in and natu-
rally disagreed, but eventually admitted that, while certain elements
of what he had claimed were indeed true, ‘whatever he had said and
sworn in his information taken upon oath of a plot was totally false’.
For example, he had apparently accused a number of unspecified
(though seemingly prominent) individuals of meeting to discuss a
plot, but now stated that ‘it was a meeting only of merriment, and not
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to lay any plot’. Sinister constructions could be placed upon innocu-
ous events, and very often were. When asked why he had acted in
this way, he ‘answered that fear of his life and promise of reward had
made him first accuse them, and he had been so threatened that he
was induced to say anything that might save his life’.'”® But reality
could be disregarded: when Arran later told a parliamentary com-
mittee headed by Shaftesbury about this recantation, Shaftesbury’s
response was that ‘he did not wonder at it when the chancellor and
Sir John Davys took the examinations’.!* Davys was one of the clerks
of the Irish Privy Council; in time he too would be implicated in this
‘Irish Plot’.

In late October Longford had advised Ormond to hasten the pro-
duction of another account of his administration’s conduct, ‘for that
will be an evident vindication of the government there in their
proceedings upon the discovery of the plot, and will be a convic-
tion of the witness’s falsehood’. This may have been intended to
counter more potential allegations against Ormond by Ingoldsby
and Tyrone’s former steward Thomas Samson, who sought to impli-
cate Michael Boyle and Ormond in the allegations against Tyrone,
with Ormond to be named as ‘head of the plot in Ireland’.'?
Ormond himself was aware that ‘overtures of discovery of the plot
in this kingdom have of late multiplied upon us’, but remained
sceptical of them, for reasons that made perfect sense in this
climate.

It is most rationally to be believed that there was and is a con-
currence betwixt the disaffected in both kingdoms to subvert
government and religion, and I would as gladly find it out and
prevent it as any man; my freehold, and that a better than the
king of France or the Papists would allow me if either of them
were masters, being at stake.!?

He was quite capable of damning ‘the Irish Papists...having been
scandalized, persecuted and betrayed by them at home and abroad’;
he was hardly likely to have become fully reconciled to them even
in his old age.!'”* Yet he remained quietly confident at this juncture,
and was dismissive of Ingoldsby’s prospective allegations: ‘I know not
what he can say, if nobody help his invention, that can reflect on
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anybody here’.’”> But the centre of gravity of the Irish allegations
had by now shifted to London.

X

On 16 September at least 14 Irish witnesses, including various priests,
‘Burke’ (presumably Hubert Boark) and ‘MacNamara’ (presumably
John MacNamara), arrived in London to swear to the existence of an
Irish Plot. They claimed to be in fear of their lives, having supposedly
been denied passports and money by Ormond, though Henry Jones,
who bid them to secrecy ‘lest it might turn to his prejudice’, had sur-
reptitiously provided them with money. The informers were dubious
characters: horse thieves and Tories were noted amongst them.!*° Yet
they were greeted in London by Titus Oates himself (and provided
with shoes) and were directed to Shaftesbury. He was ill and did not
actually meet them, but the significance of his apparent willingness
to have done so was obvious.

It was assumed to be the case that any alleged Irish Plot would be
dealt with by the imminent English parliament, but pressure to do
this in London would be eased if an Irish parliament met beforehand
and did so. It would be assumed to be equally (if not more) zealous on
the issue, and Ormond would be temporarily secure, for he could not
be summoned to England in such circumstances.!”” On 22 September
he was instructed to secure Tyrone.!*

This was probably inevitable. His accuser Boark was reportedly
ingratiated with Shaftesbury (who was prepared to assist the Irish
informers personally if no official aid was forthcoming), whilst Robert
Fitzgerald and Henry Jones were alleged by some of the informers to
have been the only members of the Irish council to offer any assis-
tance to them.'”” ‘Whigs’ seemed to be in a good position to exploit
the Irish Plot, whilst “Tories’ were in no position to ignore this. Titus
Oates himself now claimed that large numbers of Irish priests were in
London. So many were supposedly in St James Park, that ‘Mr Oates
thought himself in another country, but durst not walk there.”* Cer-
tainly, the Irish witnesses seem to have been patronized - and as later
events would suggest, manipulated — by elements of the Whig oppo-
sition. Such favouring of the informers was not confined to England:
in Ireland, Ormond was obliged to provide guards, money, and ‘all
other necessary assistance’ to one James Geogheghan, a defrocked
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Franciscan who intended to make further discoveries in Ireland; those
he implicated were to be arrested and examined, and the testimonies
forwarded to London.*! The continued presence of ‘Irish papists’
in London attracted unfavourable notice, given they ‘are as obnox-
ious in their very names here as once they were in Ireland and
Paris’.?> Anti-Irish prejudice was surely a prerequisite, if fears of an
Irish Plot were to be successfully promoted: occasional reminders to
this effect were inevitable. More tangibly, the Privy Council finally
resolved to try Oliver Plunkett in England, and he was en route there
by 17 October.?® The impending English parliament had ensured
that the consideration of the bills for an Irish parliament was no
longer a priority in London, and a visceral fear of Catholics began
to assume a primacy in public discourse.?* This even extended back
to Ireland, where ‘all the discourse in this country is concerning the
plot and new discoveries often made’, according to Orrery’s son in
Cork.?% Rumours were abroad in London of ‘a great resort of Papists
hither for France and Ireland’, which had prompted searches and
arrests.??° Indeed, on 25 October the lords ordered the mass arrests of
all Irishmen residing in London, Middlesex, Westminster, and South-
wark, with their names and details to be provided to the committee
investigating the plot; concerns about the presence of the Irish were
evident even prior to the presentation of the Irish testimonies.??”
The alleged Irish Plot could also be conjured (and scorned) in
doggerel:

Great stores of wild Irish, both civil and wise,
Designed to join with the pilgrims of Spain,
Many thousands being ready all in good guise,
Had vow’d a long pilgrimage over the main,
To arm well this host,

When it came on our coast,

Black bills, forty thousand, are sent by the post,
This army lay privately on the sea-shore,
And no man e’er heard of them since or before.?*

A touch of scepticism seems evident in the last two lines, but on 26
October Sir Henry Capel claimed in the English House of Commons
that
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in Ireland, the Papists are at least five to one in number to the
Protestants, and may probably derive from their cradle an incli-
nation to massacre them again: at least the Protestants have no
security, but by having the militia, arms, and the commands of
towns and forts in their hands.?®

The spectre of an Irish Plot was conjured once again as new alle-
gations emerged about a plan to kill Shaftesbury and Titus Oates.
Consequently, Edmund Murphy, David Fitzgerald, and Hetherington
were empowered to bring over witnesses from Ireland as they saw fit,
and the Lords reiterated their demand that Plunkett be despatched to
England as soon as possible, and on hearing of his arrival in London,
they ordered that he be incarcerated in Newgate.?!? Likewise, after the
evidence against Tyrone was examined and the lords had requested
that he be brought over, it was ordered that he was to be sent to
England, along with copies of the evidence against him and accounts
of his original trial.>"' And from Dublin, it was now rumoured that
Ormond (‘the duke’) was to be summoned to London ‘for having not
countenanced the informers’.?!2

Whether Irish matters would have come to the fore had the par-
liament been held the previous year is a moot point. By November it
was obvious that there had been concerted efforts to foster the notion
that there was indeed an Irish Plot, and that there were witnesses to
prove it. Having been nurtured and patronized up to this point, the
imminent opening session of the English parliament would provide
these informers with the necessary forum in which to reveal what
they claimed to know.
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Irish Evidence, November 1680

Shaftesbury’s promotion of obscure and dubious Irish informers
eventually bore fruit in November 1680. According to Gilbert Burnet,
‘some lewd Irish priests, and others of that nation, hearing that
England was at that time disposed to hearken to good swearers, they
thought themselves well qualified for the employment’.! Burnet caus-
tically described them as ‘brutal and profligate men: yet the earl of
Shaftesbury cherished them much’. Allegations of an Irish Plot were
given credence by their claims, and ‘upon that encouragement it
was reckoned that we should have witnesses come over in whole
companies’.?

Reminders of the potential dangers of Catholic Ireland had already
arisen in parliament. Speaking in the commons on 2 November, John
Birch asked ‘what use did the Papists make in Ireland of the favours
granted them by King Charles I? Did they not make use of it to the
destruction of the Protestants, by rising up in rebellion, and mas-
sacring 100,000'?® So when, on 4 November, the second Exclusion
Bill was passed in the commons, in the lords ‘the earl of Shaftesbury
reported from the Committee for Examinations what their lordships
thought was fit for the house to hear at the bar, concerning the con-
spiracy in Ireland; which his lordship divided into three parts’. These
were the allegations directed at, respectively, Plunkett, Brittas, and
Tyrone.* It soon became apparent that these elements resembled the
fragments of something larger and more dangerous. The allegations
are outlined below.

99
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I

The first testimony was that of the priest Edmund Murphy.® He had
apparently returned to Ireland in 1673 after a sojourn in Spain, and
claimed that Plunkett had offered him the post of chanter of the
diocese, and ordered Murphy to excommunicate a number of dissi-
dent priests as he continued to correspond with the continent. For a
Catholic bishop in Ireland this was simply an unavoidable operating
procedure, but it was depicted here as part of ongoing preparations
for a rebellion. Plunkett had supposedly made inquiries about the
manpower available to facilitate and assist a French invasion of Ire-
land, compiling substantial lists of those who could serve in this
capacity.

Plunkett sought out Patrick Tyrell, the bishop of Clogher, who
claimed that ‘the king of England’s authority was annexed to the
Popes bull’; the insinuation of royal involvement was reminiscent of
allegations that Charles I gave his imprimatur to the 1641 rebellion.®
Both men told Murphy that ‘there was a thing on foot, that would
root out heresy out of the kingdom’, or more specifically, ‘the Protes-
tant religion’.” According to Murphy, Plunkett had 7000 men ready
to assist the French, in a manner that would somehow benefit York.
Another priest, Ronan Maginn (one-time vicar apostolic of Dromore),
told Murphy that ‘the Primate would bring in the French to no other
end but to murder all the Protestants in one week’.® But after hearing
this Murphy resolved to help Maginn thwart the plot.” Plunkett was
allegedly recruiting Tories and various other disaffected characters to
his banner, from both Leinster and Ulster, and instructed those of
them who had been dispossessed of their estates to go to France. One
was apparently Patrick Fleming, ‘the chiefest rebel in Ireland’.! By
August 1678 Murphy and Maginn resolved to inform the authorities
of this plot, but soon fell foul of a Lieutenant Henry Baker, who was
also implicated. Maginn went to France soon after the proclamation
for banishing Catholic clergy had been issued. Murphy went so far as
to suggest that this had been intended to get himself and Maginn out
of the way, and having sought to infiltrate this plot, the latter was
allegedly poisoned in Flanders, and Murphy was eventually impris-
oned. While incarcerated, he met William Hetherington, ‘a person
[imbued] with a most heroic and excellent disposition, and very zeal-
ous for the Protestant religion’.!! Murphy also claimed, when asked,
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that Ormond and some unspecified others had sought to obstruct
him. His allegations, like those of the informers who followed, rested
upon his own assumed veracity rather than any corroborating evi-
dence. At the time he spoke of, Plunkett had undoubtedly come into
conflict with certain priests in his diocese. One of these was John
MacMoyer, who had accused Plunkett of plotting a rebellion in 1676
in order to forestall an impending prosecution for supplying ammu-
nition to Tories.”> Murphy became further alienated from Plunkett
for excessive drinking and Tory connections, amongst other things,
and so was suspended from his duties.

After Murphy had finished, Plunkett was brought to the bar, reply-
ing when asked if he knew Murphy that he did ‘know him too well’."?
He admitted to corresponding with Fleming but denied any involve-
ment in any plot. Murphy then swore that his statement was true,
and that he had been delayed and obstructed in Dublin (witnesses
were also supposedly shipped to Jamaica). When he attempted to
testify about the existence of the plot, he had been imprisoned in
Dundalk on charges up to and including murder. He also claimed
that the Irish council disregarded his claims; indeed, that Sir John
Davys, one of the clerks of the council, had openly dismissed them.
In all, a sinister construction could be put on events that were, on
their own terms, open to a number of explanations.!*

The second testimony to be presented on 4 November was that
of Hubert Boark, who claimed that in Waterford in October 1677
he heard Tyrone say that ‘parlez vous Francais will be plentifully
heard here ere long’.!> Tyrone then revealed the French plans ‘to sub-
due both England and Ireland’, and offered to get Boark his estate
back if he would become involved. Boark refused, and Tyrone turned
on him. One John Daniell (whom Boark had previously assaulted)
was co-opted to swear against him. On the one hand, Boark had
claimed that Tyrone sought to silence him by framing him for this
assault, while on the other, Tyrone stated that this was the reason
why Boark was imprisoned in the first place.'® By his own account
Boark was imprisoned in Waterford until March 1678: he claimed
that Tyrone ensured that he was denied bail, saying that he wished
to see him hang. Boark attempted to petition Ormond for redress, but
mysteriously, the petition never arrived.

Boark also claimed to have been intimidated from testifying against
Tyrone at the next Waterford assizes. Tyrone sought to discredit his
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testimony by accusing him of numerous crimes, especially horse
stealing, and Boark was further discouraged by the absence of wit-
nesses who could corroborate his story.!” He escaped and went on
the run, and Tyrone prevailed on Ormond to prevent him abscond-
ing to England. Like Murphy, Boark also implicated Sir John Davys,
along with John Keating, the incumbent chief justice of the Common
Pleas in Ireland, who had presided over the unsuccessful assize hear-
ings against Tyrone.'® However, Boark somehow survived to recount
his tale in London.

On 6 November more testimonies were presented to the lords.
Thomas Samson, Tyrone’s chief steward who had been implicated
by Boark, claimed that Tyrone actually had been found guilty of high
treason by a grand jury in Waterford, but that the incriminating tes-
timony was deemed invalid.'” He also claimed to have told Sir John
Davys to search Tyrone’s house for correspondence, especially with
‘Doctor Fogarty’ (presumably the same Fogarty who had been men-
tioned in Oates’s original allegations), but that this was never done.
John MacNamara’s subsequent statement provided further material
with which to damn Tyrone. He claimed to have been sworn into
the conspiracy in 1677 by William Bradley, a justice of the peace in
Waterford who had a commission from the French to be a colonel
of horse in the county.* MacNamara claimed to have seen a list of
names of those in Munster who would raise the rebel forces in the
event of the French invasion, in which case there was a plan to cap-
ture and hold Limerick: Brittas, David Fitzgerald, John Fitzgerald, and
Pierce Lacy were all implicated. Tyrone intimated to him that there
may have been a personal motive for his involvement in the plot:
‘tis the providence of God, to bring some downfall on that unjust
king, the duke of Ormond and his children, that wronged me in so
high a nature on the account of Villiers’: possibly ‘Edward Villiers
alias Fitzgerald’ of ‘Dromany’ (Dromana), Waterford, who in March
1680 alleged that Tyrone, who was previously his wife’s guardian, had
swindled him out of his estates.?! However, the precise details remain
obscure.

MacNamara also claimed to have been involved in attempts to buy
Hubert Boark’s silence. He seemed to corroborate Boark’s allegation
that Ormond had intervened at Tyrone’s behest by summoning Boark
to Dublin. MacNamara claimed to have attended unusually large
meetings of the clergy in Waterford in 1676, being informed that
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a French invasion was imminent, which would result in the restora-
tion of the Irish to their lands. ‘The duke of York gives full consent,
and is of our side, with the assistance of the earl of Anglesey’: after
all, the latter was Tyrone’s father-in-law.??

MacNamara was followed by Eustace Comyn. He claimed to know
of large sums of money provided by the French for a rebellion that
had been distributed by one Keadagh Meagher, who was appointed
by Plunkett and Brennan for the purpose.? Some of the alleged recip-
ients had uncomfortably close links to Ormond, such as his nephew
Walter Butler, who supposedly gave refuge to Oliver Plunkett in his
home. There were attempts to murder Comyn but Ormond refused to
protect him, and he absconded to Ulster. He was subsequently impris-
oned in Carrickfergus, Trim, Dublin, and Limerick. In the meantime,
Keadagh Meagher was allegedly killed for having learnt about the
plot. That he was supposedly murdered for discovering something
that he was involved in anyway was indicative of the garbled nature
of these allegations. When questioned afterwards, Comyn confirmed
that Tyrone had told him that the plan was intended ‘to bring in the
French’.*

Finally, there was David Fitzgerald.?® He told of a plan for an upris-
ing to be orchestrated by John Moloney, the Catholic bishop of
Killaloe. This had been planned since the aftermath of the Act of
Settlement of 1662. Evidently, the restoration of the Irish to their
estates was an objective (a suggestion that echoed Tyrone’s sup-
posed promise to Boark). In the early 1670s ‘MacNamara, Lacy, [and]
O’Neale’ had all come from France to Ireland, ostensibly to raise
recruits for the French army. However, Fitzgerald was told that their
real purpose was to enable the Irish ‘to assert their liberty, and regain
their rights’.?® By 1676 troops were supposedly being raised through-
out Ireland, and Peter Creagh, the bishop of Cork, claimed that the
Pope had released Catholics in Ireland from their obligation to the
king. Once again, James Lynch and Richard Talbot were implicated.
The general purpose was to ensure that York would become king by
1678, but ‘a difference between the king and parliament’ was essen-
tial to the success of this plan, and would, of necessity, be carefully
fostered: a suggestion that would have a considerable resonance in
the midst of the Exclusion Crisis.”’ November 1678 had been the
time specified for the French invasion, with Kerry deemed the ideal
location. It was to be assisted by risings in key locations: Limerick
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would be captured and Protestants would be massacred. Given that
similar claims had been published in 1679, such consistency could
suggest plausibility (or equally, fabrication).?® But nothing was to
happen until the French actually landed; they were to be the catalyst.
Fitzgerald also implicated his former landlord Sir Thomas South-
well, who he claimed was obstructing the discovery of the plot. And
on that note, the first presentations of the Irish witnesses came to
an end.

II

Collectively, these convoluted claims seemed to point to a bigger
picture. The recurrent cross-referencing, the implications and innu-
endo, the reiterating of salient points that were either similar or the
same; they strongly suggested that there was a plot, and that these
informers were aware of at least some elements of it. Given that the
Irish informers testified to the lords in an environment of visceral
anti-Catholicism, their claims were bound to be of some relevance to
an English audience. England itself lacked an appropriate model for
what Catholic rebellion or invasion might actually entail, but Ireland
could provide one.

The Popish Plot and Exclusion Crisis witnessed a huge upsurge in
print production that mirrored that of the crisis of the early 1640s.
A more specific parallel is the fact that, as in the 1640s, some of
this printed material between 1678 and 1681 concerned itself with
Ireland and the Irish, and usually with the inherent danger of the
latter. The Popish Plot was significant in that the proliferation of
printed material saw the formulation, in both style and substance, of
the broad genre of the ‘narrative’ as ‘an extended account of a series
of events given by an actor or intimate witness’.?” The various Popish
Plot narratives ‘represent a brilliant attempt to hijack what was at
the time accepted as a news medium in order to make it a vehicle
of malicious untruth’.*® They gave a formal imprimatur to what had
previously been no more than scattered rumours.

The miscellaneous jumble of Irish allegations found their way into
print quite rapidly. Some of these pamphlets were official publica-
tions. Sympathetic individuals probably funded others, whether as
verbatim accounts of the testimonies presented to parliament, or
as more substantial versions of them (some of the printed versions
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expanded greatly upon the sworn depositions). Irrespective of their
details, the Irish narratives remained consistent within certain limits,
and at a more general level a pattern could be discerned from their
broad similarities. The salient elements of this were quite straightfor-
ward: that there was a long-standing plot for an Irish rebellion, to
be bolstered by a French invasion being orchestrated by the Catholic
gentry and clergy. Its ultimate purpose was the destruction of Protes-
tantism; the inducement was the restoration of the Irish to the lands
lost in the 1650s and 1660s. The informers had come into contact
with it, had seen enough to realize what was involved, and were com-
pelled to attempt to thwart it. The narratives derived their authority
from their presumed status as first-hand accounts. They were quite
restrained, yet were detailed and intricate, if contradictory and com-
plicated, and were often driven by the narrative of the author’s own
travails. Many of the informers claimed to have been threatened and
persecuted, a situation exacerbated by the fact that, for some, the
alleged plot seemed to penetrate to the highest levels of the Irish
government, as evinced by the numerous innuendos made about
Ormond’s role in the ‘plot’.

Consistency amongst the Irish informers was perhaps understand-
able, given what seemed to be the orchestrated nature of their
patronage in London. Yet the similarities may also derive from the
fact that the testimonies reflected long-standing perceptions, and
readily fitted into the mesh of uncertain beliefs and expectations
about the Irish at this time. To make sense of these Irish narratives,
it is worth glancing forward in time to the points when the testi-
monies were actually printed, in order to assess the allegations as
a whole. Derived from oral testimony, these would be compelling
accounts to read or hear aloud. Yet the narrative accounts did not nec-
essarily spell out the implications of the plot’s success. Regardless of
the ultimate purpose, the immediate and most fearful consequences
remained unclear in many. However, one was quite blunt: ‘the Popish
Irish were in an expecting readiness to give the blow, and act over
their butcheries of 41, but with greater barbarity’.3!

The fear that Irish Catholics would seek to wipe out the Protestant
settlers whom they vastly outnumbered did not just draw credence
from the notion that Catholics were duty bound to wipe out heretics.
It also drew strength from the tangible reality that the Catholic Irish
might attempt to get back the lands they had so recently lost. This
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was the context into which the informer’s claims would fit. It is worth
looking at them in their totality.

III

Edmund Murphy had been the parish priest of Killeavy in Armagh,
and his career was chequered: in 1674 Plunkett suspended him from
his duties for drunken behaviour, and questionable dealings with
Tories. Murphy’s eventual allegations had been the basis for Shaftes-
bury’s promotion of the Irish Plot, but when Murphy was examined
in London in May 1680 he claimed to be unaware of any plot then
in progress. He was sent back to Ireland to be maintained by the gov-
ernment in Dublin: since at least May 1679 Ormond’s administration
had been maintaining informers on the Irish revenue.*> Murphy was
later recommended to Henry Jones, who sought a pardon for him,
and he subsequently accompanied Hetherington to Ulster to obtain
more evidence. However, when Plunkett’s first (unsuccessful) trial
opened in Dundalk in July 1680, Murphy, apparently fearing arrest
or retribution, refused to testify and absconded to England, where in
December 1680 the lords voted to allow the publication of his testi-
mony, which he assented to in January 1681 as The Present State and
Condition of Ireland.®® This was not the account presented to the lords,
but was the information originally taken before the sub-committee
of which Essex and Shaftesbury had been members. It was a detailed
and intricate account of his activities in County Armagh in the 1670s,
in circumstances that remained largely incidental to claims about an
impending Irish rebellion.

Armagh had been heavily settled under the Ulster Plantation;
by 1641 native Irish landowners retained only 24per cent of land
in the county. The remainder was divided between the Church of
Ireland, Trinity College Dublin, and a variety of Old English fami-
lies and newer British settlers. The remnant retained in Irish hands
was mainly in the baronies of Orier and the Fews in south Armagh.
Yet while the native landowning classes had been supplanted, they
remained in situ, and by the second half of the seventeenth cen-
tury Armagh was problematic for the authorities. Economically
stagnant with a low population, often impassable topography, and
a fragmented society, it retained an uneasy balance between natives
and newcomers, and was subject to neither’s law. Such a situation
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would inevitably breed and facilitate lawlessness; it bred and facili-
tated Tories.**

Tories were an inevitable by-product of the disruptive events of
the seventeenth century in Ireland, and were notably prevalent in
Armagh.?® Murphy’s pamphlet was primarily concerned with Tory
activity in Armagh and Louth and the collusion of English military
personnel in those activities. It focused on the notorious Armagh
Tory Redmond O’Hanlon and dealt with Plunkett indirectly. As
Murphy’s own testimony it was inevitably shaped by self-interest (he
did not incriminate himself), but his printed testimony connected
the exalted realms of alleged international plotting with the reality
of life on the ground in the Armagh of the late 1670s. Murphy’s was
the worm’s eye view. And he began with Redmond O’Hanlon.*

Originally from Poyntzpass, O’'Hanlon came to prominence as a
dangerous and elusive Tory leader in Armagh and Louth in the
1670s. Murphy claimed to be concerned that his parish was suffer-
ing from the depredations of O’Hanlon and his gang, and so he had
preached against them. In response, O’'Hanlon threatened to levy
fines of (respectively) one cow, two cows and death upon anyone who
attended Murphy’s sermons. Murphy himself fled the parish after
O’Hanlon murdered one of his parishioners. It was at this point that
Cormucke Raver O’Murphy emerged. A thief and former herdsman
to Lieutenant Henry Baker, he had joined O’Hanlon’s gang and was
active in September 1678 when Murphy had sought out Baker to deal
with O’Hanlon. The latter proved reluctant to do this, and the reason
soon became clear when Murphy’s brother encountered Baker and
Cormucke Raver drinking together and wrestling in a quarry. Mem-
bers of the army were in league with the Tories they were supposed
to be hunting. Cormucke Raver eventually split from O’Hanlon, and
a feud ensued. Consequently, when a Captain William Butler sought
Murphy’s assistance in dealing with O’Hanlon, both settled upon the
initially reluctant Cormucke Raver as the instrument. An elaborate
scheme to ambush O’Hanlon was devised, but this was hampered
in suspicious circumstances and Murphy was accused of becoming
a Tory hunter, and being in danger he absconded to Dundalk. Fur-
ther escapades ensued, until Cormucke Raver was shot by one of his
own associates. Murphy continued his campaign against O’Hanlon,
attempting to recruit Cormucke’s disgruntled family to his cause, but
he was eventually arrested for his troubles after being accused by
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another soldier, Ensign John Smith, of seeking to murder him (Smith
was himself accused by Murphy of colluding with O’'Hanlon). Even-
tually released from prison, Murphy became involved once again in
the rapidly escalating intrigues intended to capture O’Hanlon and
his band. By October 1679 he was imprisoned again, supposedly in
a trumped up charge. He narrowly escaped execution to learn that
he had been excommunicated by Plunkett, who intended ‘to carry
on the plot by means of the Tories’, for ‘the destruction of all the
Protestants’.?” This was Plunkett’s first appearance in an account that
was meant to specifically target him. As for Murphy, he was impris-
oned, but managed to tell Hetherington what he knew. And from
that point his account substantively petered out.

Murphy provided a deeply partisan view of Tory activity and its
backdrop by one intimately involved in it. Oliver Plunkett had taken
a great interest in the activities of Tories in Ulster after his appoint-
ment as Archbishop of Armagh. His background did not endear him
to Armagh’s clerics (‘Meathmen without exception are not suitable as
preachers of the word of God’),*® but the travails of the dispossessed
in his diocese who had become Tories caught both his attention
and his sympathy. Acutely aware of their situation, their depreda-
tions among the peasantry, and of the retaliation against the Irish
that would inevitably follow their actions, he made himself avail-
able as an intermediary between the Dublin government (particularly
under Berkeley) to deal with Tories (such as Fleming) in exchange for
a measure of de facto religious toleration. He subsequently enabled
a number of Tories to leave Ireland, and continued to do so; they
remained a preoccupation.* Indeed, just before the plot revelations
came to light in London he had been concerned with the decrees
of the recent Catholic synod at Ardpatrick. The first had been an
instruction for Catholic priests to preach against Tories and their sup-
porters, though this was never implemented due to the onset of the
Popish Plot.*

Tory activity could also be depicted as an integral part of any
attempt to orchestrate a rebellion: the term was synonymous with
dispossession and the Catholic Irish, and allegations about supposed
Irish Plots often directly linked them to Tories. Murphy almost cer-
tainly saw an opportunity to save himself as the nascent Whig
opposition in England sought Irish witnesses. What he excluded from
his account was equally suggestive: his own criminal past, and the
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awkward local rumour that he himself had killed Cormucke Raver
O’Murphy.*’ Amongst those whom he implicated were Baker and
Smith, the soldiers who imprisoned him in 1679, which suggests an
element of revenge that may also have extended to Plunkett, though
he would eventually decline to repeat his allegations at Plunkett’s
trial the following year.

IV

The various allegations made by Hubert Boark, John MacNamara and
Eustace Comyn were linked by the fact that they were all directed
at Tyrone. Both he and William Bradley had been indicted for high
treason at the Waterford assizes on 11 March 1680, and Brittas, Pierce
Lacy, and various other figures from both Waterford and Limerick
had been implicated in this ‘conspiracy’ at this time.*> Despite the
prominence later accorded to these allegations in London, they were
initially dismissed in Ireland.

These three remain the most obscure of the informers who testi-
fied before parliament. Boark claimed to be from Thomond, and to
have been brought up a Catholic before embarking on a career as
an attorney.*®* MacNamara claimed to be a Protestant from ‘Cracolo’
who married into a Catholic family in Waterford, and had been ‘often
employed in many public concerns’.** But Comyn was the first to
come to official attention. In September 1678 he claimed that John
Brennan, the Catholic archbishop of Cashel, knew of a plan for a
French invasion of England and Ireland, and that he had offered to
tell Ormond of a ‘a Popish Plot for the destruction of the King and
kingdom’, and in September 1678 was kept in comparative comfort
in Trim to facilitate his further disclosures. However, he did not uni-
versally impress those he came into contact with, and he made no
mention of Tyrone at this stage.*

Tyrone’s accusers had gone to England after the collapse of the
original case against him. They had immunity from prosecution,
to which Boark and MacNamara were both vulnerable.*® Both were
among the contingent of Irish witnesses who arrived in London in
September 1680 to be greeted by Titus Oates, all of whom were report-
edly hostile to Ormond and Lord Chancellor Boyle.*” Just prior to the
submission of their evidence to the lords in November, Boark and
Thomas Samson were reportedly present at a meeting in Burlington'’s
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house in London that both Essex and Shaftesbury attended: a sugges-
tive indication of the close links between these Irish witnesses and
the Whig opposition.*®

Their testimony was printed without substantive amendment,
though expanded versions were also produced.* The published ver-
sion of Boark’s testimony was dedicated to the king, and contained
the same allegations as had been presented to parliament, but with
additional, telling details. It almost immediately deployed a swipe at
English manhood that would hardly endear the Irish to prospective
English readers.

The English were good soldiers in their tongues over a cup of ale,
with long pipes of tobacco in their mouths; but that they were too
tender now to lie in the fields after thirty years rest, and that they
were so foggy, so fat, and full of guts, that they were not able to
fight any better than a company of swine.*°

Otherwise it simply provided a broadly similar, if more detailed, ver-
sion of what he had already sworn. Equally, MacNamara’s published
testimony (dedicated to Shaftesbury) largely reiterated his previous
statements, but certain details were added: Plunkett, Brennan, and
Anglesey were explicitly implicated.’! This dovetailed with Boark’s
supposed tribulations whilst attempting to swear against Tyrone.*?
MacNamara also claimed that Tyrone offered sanctuary to Patrick
Lavallyan ‘who was to murder the King’.® In a nod to the British
context of the crisis, details were included of ‘a poor and needy
Scotch-man coming in and pretending a sham-plot of the Presby-
terians, and denying the Popish Plot’ who was ‘immediately kindly
entertained and cherished, and well rewarded for his pains’, though
he vanished after implicating York.>* This latter detail was almost cer-
tainly contrived: it corresponded too conveniently to the objectives
of the Whigs. As well as reiterating that the Shannon estuary was to
be the location for a French landing, MacNamara also claimed that
the Irish army being surreptitiously raised to assist them would be
equipped by massive shipments of French weapons to be landed in
Waterford.>

A related contribution came in the form of a pamphlet cred-
ited to Thomas Samson (who had also testified before the lords)
that reproduced the testimonies of Boark and MacNamara.*® Rather
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suggestively, it was dedicated to Essex, and explicitly sought to vin-
dicate the witnesses’ claims, perhaps in the light of a burgeoning
scepticism.’” The introduction asserted the international nature of
the Catholic plot, whilst invoking the spectre of 1641.5% Samson
claimed to be from Dorset, and had settled in Munster after his wife’s
death. He made his allegations out of ‘the fear of God...love to the
Protestant religion ... my duty and allegiance to his majesty’, not to
mention ‘self-preservation’.’ Instead of the testimony he had sworn
before the lords, Samson printed those he claimed to have provided
to Ormond and the Irish council (along with that of one Edward Ivie),
one of which gave an account of the trial of Tyrone and a number of
others in March 1680.%° He claimed that Tyrone was acquitted by a
jury packed with Catholics, and ‘kindred, tenants and friends of the
earls prepared for the purpose’.®’ While replete with further detail,
these added little to what had already been alleged, but cumulatively
they seemed to expose other, equally sinister facets of the alleged
Irish Plot.

\Y%

The third element of the allegations provided by Shaftesbury arose
from the claims of David Fitzgerald. Supposedly a Protestant, he
had been a tenant on the estates of Sir Thomas Southwell of Castle
Mattress, County Limerick, a substantial landowner and cousin of
Sir Robert Southwell.®> By September 1679 Fitzgerald had been ques-
tioned. Ormond viewed Fitzgerald as the most significant and reliable
of the Irish informers emerging at this time, so his interrogation
became an imperative.®® Interviewed by Henry Jones, Fitzgerald
expanded upon his allegations but provided no concrete evidence
of interrelated plots in England and Ireland.®* The specific nature of
his claims at this time remain obscure, but the broad outline was
consistent with what he later swore before the English parliament:
that there were plans for a Catholic rebellion in Ireland to procure
the restoration of the Catholic Irish to their lands, to be carried out
in conjunction with a French invasion and a massacre of Protestant
settlers.

Fitzgerald recounted his allegations to the Privy Council in
London, thus prompting new indictments against those he
accused, but his testimony was deemed insufficient without further
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corroborating evidence.®® Doubts had already been cast upon him
in Limerick, though this had no effect on the presentation of his
evidence to the lords.®® Yet much of his testimony was second-
hand. Fitzgerald had not actually witnessed crucial events he men-
tioned that supposedly offered conclusive proof of the plot.®” But
the broadly similar nature of the accounts of the other Irish
informers suggested some degree of corroboration. For example,
John MacNamara implicated many of the same figures as Fitzgerald
while also implicating Fitzgerald himself.®® In the light of later events,
this could be seen as evidence that the witnesses had simply been
coached, but by implicating Fitzgerald in the plot MacNamara would
have enhanced his credibility by suggesting that he possessed inside
knowledge. Of the various informers, Fitzgerald seemingly made the
greatest impression on the lords, and an expanded and embellished
version of his testimony was published as A Narrative of the Irish Popish
Plot.%°

The two versions of Fitzgerald’s allegations are worth examining as
a whole. The pamphlet began with a straightforward assumption that
the Catholic Irish

suffer themselves to be led blindfold into fatal rebellions, by the
pernicious counsels of their priests, [but] the world may eas-
ily believe (by their proceedings in the last rebellion) that their
designs are always on foot, and tending to no less than the utter
subversion of the English government in Ireland, and establishing
the power in the hands of their own natives and religion.”®

The Catholic Church was the principal actor here, and the involve-
ment of the clergy in the ostensible plot ‘to promote a rebellion in
Ireland’ was repeated and reiterated.”!

Fitzgerald freely admitted that he had no direct knowledge of
this. Despite this, he was quite certain that ‘the conspiracy was very
formidable, and had it gone on till full ripe, would have had very dire
effects’.’”? He thereby set the stage before proceeding onto what he
actually claimed to know, beginning with the arrival in Ireland from
France of Irish officers who intended to recruit for the French service,
one of whom told Fitzgerald that ‘if the Dutch were once subdued,
he did not question but that the French would establish the Roman
Catholic religion in all the northern parts of Europe; and... that we
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should have the same laws established in Ireland that are in France’.”?
Fitzgerald was told by Pierce Lacy of the importance of Irish soldiers
in France to such designs, and that one purpose of such a conspiracy
would be the overturning of the land settlement.”*

Fitzgerald became involved. The officers moved between Ireland
and France in subsequent years, arranging meetings under the pre-
text of enlisting recruits, and the Catholic hierarchy continued to
facilitate it. Again, Moloney, Creagh, and Lynch were all implicated
as prime movers in this plot to ‘be rid of that yoke of heresy which
they had so long suffered under’.”> ‘The King of England had no right
to Ireland, but what he had from the Pope; and that the King being
an heretic, the same right returned to the Pope again’ (the reference
was to the twelfth century Papal Bull Laudabiliter). One of the plot-
ters ‘did say, that he did trust in God the natives of Ireland would not
be long subjects to heretical government’; the clear implication was
that Catholic government would replace it, whether under York, the
French, or both.”®

The rebellion would begin in Munster. A French landing was to
take place near Tarbert on the River Shannon in November 1678, and
Limerick was to be captured. The plotters had ingratiated themselves
with the Limerick garrison (allegedly killing three officers in the pro-
cess by excessive drinking). What that rebellion might ultimately
involve was unsurprising. Irish Protestants had remained on their
guard in recent years, ‘having forty-one fresh in their memories’.””
And as for how the plotters would successfully carry out the plan,
‘they had no other way than to rise all in a night, and to proceed
in a general massacre throughout the said kingdom, and to kill man,
woman and child, and not to leave a Protestant living in the kingdom
of Ireland’.”®

However, much of Fitzgerald’s account told of his troubles after
learning of the plot, rather than the details of the plot itself. It was
particularly concerned with the alleged attempts of his former land-
lord Sir Thomas Southwell to prevent him from revealing what he
knew.” Fitzgerald rebutted suggestions that Southwell had any per-
sonal dispute with him, claiming that the dispute was meant to
intimidate him into silence.®® His account observed that the gener-
ally miserable fates of informers ‘are not certainly prevailing motives
to encourage any one to undertake the employment purely out of
love to it’; consequently, Fitzgerald’s motives might seem the purer.8!
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By way of conclusion, the final third of the pamphlet consisted of ‘a
seasonable address to his country-men, the natives of Ireland’,*? in
which Fitzgerald (or another author) sought to dissuade them from
rebellion, and to spare them ‘the blood and confusions, the hor-
rors, and desolations necessarily attending such insurrections and
desperate rebellions’.®* Reference was made to ‘the blood of two hun-
dred thousand peaceable Protestants and loyal subjects by you most
barbarously butchered in the rebellion begun, 23 October 1641’: a
hugely exaggerated but often accepted number.3*

There were reasons why the Irish should not embark on such a
course of action (up to and including the risk of incurring the wrath
of God).® The planned rebellion was predicated on French assistance,
but could the French be trusted to provide it? The claim that the
rebellion would wait until the French actually landed conveniently
rendered scepticism on the ground of inactivity redundant. Would
Louis XIV actually countenance a rebellion in the territory of a King
who ‘is the greatest and best (I had almost said) the only friend he
hath in Europe’?®® Such an insinuation about the contentious pro-
Catholic leanings of Charles II was evident and telling, and may
explain the assertion that loyalty was due to Charles by the Irish not
only by natural right, but because of his supposed magnanimity to
the Irish since his restoration.?” Even if Louis did get involved, he
would be obliged to face an English army, and an appeal to English
exploits and ‘gallantry’ at ‘Poiters, Agincourt or Cressey’ offers a
reminder who the audience for this pamphlet would have been.®
In the second section the author flew a notable kite when suggesting
that it was up to prospective readers to determine ‘how this and a
French design, and the Plot discovered against his Majesties life here
in England doth agree’.® The third section of the pamphlet was of a
very different nature and tone to the preceding segments, as Ireland
in itself became peripheral. The emphasis was on the (Catholic)
French, which offers the key to its meaning.”® This view of Ireland
was directed at an English audience, and like the testimonies of the
other witnesses, it was harnessed to a primarily English political pur-
pose: the barring of a Catholic from succeeding to the thrones of the
three kingdoms.



S

The Decline of the Irish Plot and
the Road to the ‘Tory Revenge’,
November 1680-July 1681

At least some of the witnesses made a positive impression on
the Lords. On 8 November they ordered the arrest of unspecified
‘Irish ruffians’ (presumably the would-be assassins of the king), and
requested that Charles order some of the individuals named in the
testimonies to be brought from Ireland. Irish business was to be the
second item on the agenda (after the ‘bill against Popery’) when
the house reconvened on the following Monday, and the lords reg-
uested a conference ‘in the painted chamber, concerning some infor-
mations relating to the discovery of a horrid popish plot in Ireland’.!
On the same day Plunkett petitioned the lords for access to his
servant, James McKenna (who had also implicated him), and to be
incarcerated at the crowns expense: he had used up his own money
while imprisoned in Dundalk, and the Catholic laity were unwill-
ing or unable to provide money in such a repressive climate.> The
petition naturally prompted consideration of his case, as Bourke,
Hetherington, Murphy, MacNamara, and David Fitzgerald had all
implicated him. On 10 November the governor of Newgate claimed
that Plunkett ‘believes there is some kind of plot against the English
in Ireland’, and that while he denied having any dealings with
France, he had admitted to a correspondence with Spain. This
may not have been especially sinister in itself: Catholic jurisdic-
tion over Ireland was exercised via Brussels, which remained under
Spanish control. But Plunkett’s correspondence with the continent
had already been painted in a sinister light by the informers.
Plunkett was summoned before the lords, where he denied and
denounced the allegations against him. He claimed to be aware of

115
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unspecified threats against his person by (or on behalf of) Tories:
‘that his life was being aimed at, he mistrusted that there was a
plot against the English’.*> However, more allegations were provided
to the lords, including one ‘about bringing over a French army to
Ireland to settle the Catholic religion’: once again, Plunkett was
alleged to be involved. The lords resolved to pardon the informer,
James Crew, and to arrest the priests cited in his evidence.* In his
testimony Hetherington had disparaged the Irish administration,
and especially Ormond, whom he claimed to be ‘the centre of all
the conspirators’. While Murphy apparently gave a similarly critical
account, David Fitzgerald gave a good account of both Ormond and
his government.® There was certainly a degree of credence, and per-
haps even gratitude, shown to the informers by parliament.® They
made a definite impression on George Vernon, MP for Derby Town,
who implored the house on 11 November to consider the exclusion
bill.” The bill passed the commons on the same day.

I

The ‘Irish Plot’ came to prominence at a particular juncture. ‘Exclu-
sion’, as it had emerged, became for a relatively brief period the
most obvious means of tackling the vexing question of a Catholic
succession.? The broader significance of the Exclusion Crisis arises
from the fact that the dispute over the succession prompted the
emergence of distinct (if inchoate) political blocs in the English
parliament, with supporters of exclusion eventually labelled ‘Whig’
(a term for Scottish Presbyterian bandits, used to highlight their
perceived subversive tendencies), while the supporters of the court
and an unaltered succession were labelled ‘Tory’ (the term for an
Irish Catholic bandit, deployed as a term of abuse at the ostensi-
bly pro-Catholic court: it stuck).” These were by no means parties
in a modern sense, but the English parliament of autumn 1680 wit-
nessed the polarizing of existing attitudes towards the succession. The
term ‘Exclusion Crisis’ is arguably ‘best reserved for the brief period
between the rejection of the bill in the House of Lords in November
1680 and the dissolution of the Oxford parliament in March 1681’.1°
This was also the period in which the promotion of the ‘Irish Plot’
was at its most prominent, for it was inextricably linked to the ongo-
ing exclusion proceedings in parliament. To cultivate a fear of Irish
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Catholics was intended to bolster the Whig campaign to prevent a
Catholic accession to the throne. Since the acquittal of Sir George
Wakeman in July 1679 (whom Oates had accused of plotting to poi-
son the king) and the various executions of June-August 1679, the
Popish Plot seems to have lost much of its momentum.!' The absence
of an English parliament throughout most of 1680 had also been
undoubtedly problematic for the Whigs. Events such as the Meal Tub
Plot of June 1680 and even the trial of Stafford in December 1680
(accused of plotting to kill the king and raising a Catholic army)
can thus be seen as attempts to maintain the momentum of the
Popish Plot.!?

The same can be said about the allegations of an Irish Plot. The
role of the informers was inextricably linked to the ongoing exclu-
sion proceedings centred on parliament: it became their stage, and
their testimony prompted action. Their allegations were not intended
to influence opinion within parliament alone; hence their publi-
cation. The exclusion campaign had a marked popular dimension
as the Whigs expanded their activities beyond parliament and into
the public arena.!® This was intended in part to compensate for the
reality that parliament could be (and would be) prorogued at the
king’s discretion, thus robbing them of a crucial political stage.'*
Pamphlets with an Irish theme were one element of a Whig propa-
ganda campaign that sought to keep the public aware of the dangers
of Catholicism, and by implication, of a Catholic king.

Parliament’s refusal to renew censorship of printing against the
backdrop of the Exclusion Crisis (the licensing act lapsed on 10 June
1679) had opened the door to a proliferation of printed material.
Pamphlet production in Britain doubled to circa 3000 titles per
annum in the period 1678-1681, many of which were markedly anti-
Catholic.!®> However, with one exception, most of the testimonies of
the Irish witnesses were not published in Ireland.!® The impact of
the Popish Plot fractured the Irish government’s previously rigorous
control over printing, and numerous reprints of English tracts aris-
ing from the Popish Plot were published in Dublin.!” There was an
obvious market for such works, which would have helped to guar-
antee a strong awareness of the currents of the crisis in Britain. But
the fact that the testimonies of most of the Irish informers were only
published in London is indicative of the reality that they were, first
and foremost, interventions in an English political debate.
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Their publication was an engagement with the emergent ‘public
sphere’ of early modern England.'® Public discourse was multifaceted,
incorporating and combining print, oral traditions, preconceptions,
lived experience, memory, and social background, even if the printed
word is the only element to have survived.'” Tim Harris has rightly
argued against a ‘top-down, centre-out’ approach that assumes popu-
lar politics to have been exclusively manipulated from above.?® Such
interventions in public debate overlapped with existing perceptions;
in this case, the visceral mesh of beliefs and expectations about the
Irish that were reflected in the testimony of the informers. The poten-
tial political utility of the Irish Plot depended upon memories and
preconceptions that would, in theory, strike a chord with those who
were now made aware of it. The prominence accorded to this in
November 1680 stemmed from the spectre it presented to English
minds of a re-run of the events of 1641 and their consequences, in a
manner that would directly impinge upon them.

In a period of intense anti-Catholicism, further assertions of
Catholic perfidy from an Irish angle may have seemed redundant.
After all, English anti-popery could draw upon the memory of key
events such as the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 or the dis-
covery of the Gunpowder Plot in 1605 to illustrate the persistent
danger with which England was faced. Equally, there were more tan-
gible contemporary fears of resurgent Catholic power on the march
in Europe, most especially in the form of France. In 1681, in a trea-
tise attributed to William Petty, Catholicism formed an obvious bond
between France, Ireland, and the Papacy, and within this were certain
key assumptions: that there had been an attempt to wipe out Protes-
tants in 1641; that Plunkett and the Talbot’s had been involved in a
plot for a French invasion along the lines of what had been alleged;
that the French would be welcomed by the Irish as their saviours
from the oppression of the English; and finally that another mas-
sacre of Protestants remained a distinct possibility.?! Reports to that
effect continued to emerge. For example, the informer James Carroll,
a leather worker and freeman of Dublin, claimed to have spoken to
a local in Portumna, in County Galway, in April 1672 who intended
to ‘kill an hundred of the Protestants, Anabaptists, Independents and
such like fanatic rogues’?> He had previously claimed to have been
the first discoverer of this plot, and that he had been persecuted by
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the Catholic William Burke, earl of Clanricarde, in order to discourage
his testimony ‘about the said horrid plot, which was for murdering of
all the Protestants in a months time, they being twelve for one, and
introducing Popery into that kingdom’. Carroll had been forced to
leave Ireland, and was in dire need: Catholics had apparently already
murdered his pregnant wife. Carroll’s pamphlet was dedicated to
Essex, and stated its intentions quite bluntly: ‘the Popish Irish were in
an expecting readiness to give the blow, and act over their butcheries
of '41, but with greater barbarity’. Both Essex and Shaftesbury later
attested to the truth of his claims.?> And one ‘inducement of his dis-
covery, was the bloody massacre that broke forth there in the year
1641, which will never be forgotten by the Protestants, nor ever be
repented of by the Papists’.?*

The events of 1641 were inevitably (and extensively) regurgitated
in print. The massacre paradigm had been evident in pamphlets
printed immediately after the outbreak of the rebellion, and through-
out the 1640s. The perception of the rebellion as a massacre of
Protestants was nothing new, and was easily revived. Alongside such
grisly depictions of its events were the printed accounts such as those
of the Irish witnesses that claimed to reveal the machinations of
a plot that would culminate in a rerun of 1641. The structure of
the two categories dovetailed neatly. One suggested history repeat-
ing itself; the other provided the history. For the unconvinced, a
pamphlet such as An Account of the Bloody Massacre in Ireland could
end with a useful exhortation: ‘see more of such cruelties in Clarke’s
Martyrology’.® Following this advice, the curious could find a vir-
tually identical account of 1641 cast within a master narrative of
the sufferings inflicted upon the professors of the true — reformed -
faith.?¢ The Popish Plot slotted into a chronological pattern of
Catholic persecution culminating in Ireland on 23 October 1641
with the outbreak of a rebellion intended ‘not to leave a drop of
English blood in Ireland, and so consequently not the least spark
or glimpse of gospel and pure Protestant religion’.?” Similar examples
of Protestant suffering in other times, and other place, could also be
deployed. “We may call Popery a bloody religion, if at least we may
afford the name of religion to a thing made up of idolatry, usurpa-
tion, and cruelty.””® But for the most horrendous examples of such
cruelty



120 Ireland and the Popish Plot

We need not look any further back than the present age: in the
rebellion of Ireland wherein there were more than three hun-
dred thousand innocent Protestants destroyed, and this in a base
treacherous manner, without any provocation[;] no age, sex, or
quality being privileged from massacres and lingering deaths, by
being robbed, stripped naked, and so exposed to perish by cold
and famine, or else suddenly hanged, their throats cut, drowned
in rivers, bogs and ditches, or else murdered with exquisite torture:
wives ravished before their husbands faces, children forced to hang
up their own parents, others compelled against their consciences
to own the Romish superstitions, and swear thereunto in hopes
to save their lives, and presently murthered, as if they designed to
destroy souls as well as bodies: and such beastly cruelties acted as
the most barbarous heathens would blush to practise. All which
being acted within these 40 years, I hope is not yet, nor ever will
be forgot.*

This author explicitly sought to remind an audience that this was
precisely what Protestants could expect at the hands of the Papists,
and did so because such things were supposedly at hand again.*°
Memories of 1641 were bolstered by the records of the Protes-
tant experiences of the rebellion that entered public discourse in the
works of figures such as Jones and Temple.?! The Popish Plot also saw
the publication in London of another substantial account of 1641:
Edmund Borlase’s History of the Execrable Irish Rebellion.*> He was the
son of Sir John Borlase, one of the lord justices in Ireland at the
time of the rebellion. Like his father’s contemporaries Jones (who
had assisted Borlase: one of his letters provided a glowing preface
to his book) and Temple, Borlase devoted much space to publishing
a selection of lurid witness depositions, supplementing them with
whatever material he could find: he had even received a copy of
the allegations made against Ormond, Arran, and Boyle in February
1679.% His history was apparently in print by August 1679, though
its commercial sale was delayed.** One correspondent expressed his
hope that it would be published while the English parliament was
in session; a pregnant suggestion implying that it might be instruc-
tive to the members of either house.* The text was being circulated
by September 1679, when John Tillotson, the dean of Canterbury,
wrote to Borlase acknowledging the receipt of a book ‘which I am
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now reading with great pleasure and satisfaction’, and congratulated
him on his ‘compiling a work so seasonable at this present time,
and so useful to posterity’.*® In 1679 it was recommended from the
pulpit of St Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin in front of a presumably
uncomfortable Ormond during the annual 23 October sermon com-
memorating the rebellion.?” But, the book was poorly received and
unsuccessful.*® Despite this, there were preparations for a second edi-
tion. The text had originally been submitted to Roger Lestrange in his
capacity as licenser of the press, and he requested certain alterations
‘to clear the king of the outrages in Ireland’; Lestrange claimed that he
had been told some years previously not to licence any works on Irish
history without the approval of Ormond, and other senior figures.*
It seems that Borlase intended to reinsert material that Lestrange had
cut, such as the alleged commission from Charles I to the Irish rebels
in 1641, further assertions of the inherent cruelty of the Irish prior
to the rebellion, and allegations that Charles had been willing to
‘aid himself out of Ireland against the parliament’.*® Such additions
would have heightened the relevance of Borlase’s work to an English
audience by once again conjuring up fears of the Catholic Irish and
the Stuarts supposed affinity with them.

Other works attempted to do this as well. In 1679 a collection
of abstracts of the 1641 depositions (clearly inspired by Temple’s
work, which was republished twice in the same year) was published
in London, the preface of which reassured readers that their accu-
racy had been checked against the originals by no less a figure
than Essex when he had been viceroy.*! They were published ‘not
out of any great hopes of converting Papists...but to dispose all
professors of the Protestant religion to a just sense of what would
have been the fruit of this instant hellish plot, had it succeeded’.*?
Generalized fears of Catholics were combined with more specific
fears of an aggressive and expansionist France under Louis XIV, and
potentially, by England’s possible future under York.* For example, in
David Fitzgerald’s printed account, Protestantism in northern Europe
seemed to be coming under pressure from a Catholic superpower, and
that pressure might yet be extended to Britain. This was reminiscent
of prevailing English fears of ‘universal monarchy’: of an over-
whelming monarchical power with military, economic and territorial
supremacy.** The Dutch had occupied this role in the 1660s, but
by the later 1670s the French had taken their place. Anti-Popery in
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England was bolstered by events on the continent, in the form of the
sufferings of Protestants in Piedmont, Portugal, Poland, and above
all, France.* Britain was a Protestant island hemmed in by Catholic
France to its south and east and Catholic Ireland to its west: hence the
‘mentality of encirclement’ noted by Jonathan Scott.*® From the late
sixteenth century onwards, Ireland had become a potentially valu-
able asset to England’s Catholic opponents on the continent. Indeed,
one of the officers whom Fitzgerald alleged to be involved in the plot
was supposedly the son of the Confederate general Owen Roe O'Neill:
another name with which to conjure memories of the 1640s.*” For
one Whig polemicist, ‘a Tory is a monster with an English face, a
French heart, and an Irish conscience’.*® That conscience had been
testified to in 1641. The Protestant cause in England was potentially
in danger and could be further weakened, perhaps irreparably, by the
accession of a Catholic monarch. An obvious tactic to prevent this
and secure an exclusively Protestant succession was to attempt to
whip up fears of Catholicism to crisis point.

The Irish threat perceived during the Popish Plot derived strength
and credence from a potential recurrence of 1641. There would even-
tually be a pamphlet debate about the veracity of the Irish witnesses,
but this did not question the underlying assumptions upon which
they had based their case. Those assumptions had not dissipated. The
1641 rebellion was the single most notorious episode of violence in
a remarkably violent era across the three Stuart kingdoms. The mem-
ory of both the rebellion and the supposedly murderous intentions of
the Catholic Irish, as hinted at in the claims of the informers, tapped
into older and deeper fears: in England, of Catholicism from without;
in Ireland, from within. These fears were highlighted by the allega-
tions about the Irish Plot, and the sense that its investigation had
taken on a greater urgency was evident when, on 15 November, an
English proclamation was reissued in Dublin offering pardons for all
disclosures of a plot made within the next two months.*’ But the pro-
motion of the Irish Plot in London faltered on the same day, when
the House of Lords rejected the exclusion bill.

II

Arran and Longford furnished Ormond with detailed and precise
accounts of the proceedings of the Irish witnesses before the lords
(at least up to 6 November).*® The nature of the allegations against
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Ormond had changed. Instead of being accused of masterminding
or directing the plot in Ireland, he was accused by some of the
informers of obstructing their testimonies and harassing them.! It
was hardly as serious a charge, but it was perhaps inevitable as there
was no evidence to justify the more dangerous allegation. Ormond
gave notice that he intended to send Tyrone to London as soon as
possible, along with a full account of the Irish government’s proceed-
ings with regard to the plot, perhaps along the lines of Longford’s
previous suggestion.>? But the extradition of Tyrone was noted as a
‘dangerous precedent’.>® Charges against him had been thrown out
in Ireland, yet he was to be tried again on the same charges in an
English court, which naturally called into question the authority of
the Irish government. This is essentially what would later happen to
Plunkett. In early November the Irish informers repeated their allega-
tions at the bar of the commons, who resolved to demand pardons
for Boark, Comyn, Samson and MacNamara, and Murphy.>* Charles
acceded to this demand on 13 November, the same day in which bills
restricting the Irish cattle trade were passed in the lords.*

Around this time, Charles ordered Ormond to overhaul the army
in Ireland by replacing unsatisfactory officers, strengthening its disci-
pline, and recruiting additional troops.*® Other concerns about Irish
soldiers abroad were evident when, on 27 November, an extensive
address was sent from the commons to the king warning him of
the myriad dangers of popery. In particular, it questioning the con-
tinued maintenance of the garrison at Tangiers, given its numerous
‘Popish’ governors, ‘and the Irish Papists among the soldiers of that
garrison have been the persons most countenanced and encour-
aged’ (though the garrison got its supply anyway). In the two years
since Oates made his original allegations, the dangerous intentions
of Catholics were assumed not to have changed substantially. They
supposedly remained intent on fulfilling their long-held design of
introducing Popery and eradicating Protestantism, or as it was put to
Charles

To destroy your Protestant subjects in England; to execute a second
massacre in Ireland; and so, with ease, to arrive at the suppression
of our religion, and the subversion of the government.’’

Implicit within the mention of a planned ‘second massacre’ in
Ireland was the memory of what was perceived to be the first: 1641.
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This had also been implied by the testimonies of the inform-
ers. Despite the defeat of the exclusion bill, on 19 November the
commons committee investigating the Popish Plot had its powers
extended to cover Ireland, and their interest in the Irish informers
ensured that their material welfare was referred to the treasury.>® The
Irish Plot may also have been on the mind of the Whig polemi-
cist Henry Care, whose response to the defeat of the bill was to
remind Protestant readers on 19 November of the peril they faced,
that their wives would be ‘prostituted to the lust of every savage
bog-trotter’, whilst they themselves would be disembowelled, ‘or
else murdered with some other exquisite tortures and holy can-
dles made of your grease (which was done within our memory in
Ireland)’.>®

Such fears seemed ironic in the light of Peter Talbot’s death on
18 November.®® Nothing had ever been proven against Talbot, and
no material evidence had ever emerged against him. In a supreme
irony, he was ministered to on his deathbed by his old rival Plunkett,
who by now was also imprisoned in the castle and with whom Talbot
had been reconciled. Officially, his death did not dissuade the Irish
government from dutifully obeying its orders, and from continuing
to assist the ongoing investigations in England (though equally, they
had little choice).®® Ormond’s instructions were evident in proclama-
tions issued on 29 November, threatening to punish unauthorized
absences and excessive leave in the army by dismissal, and ordering
Catholics with licences to hold arms to surrender both their weapons
and licences; Protestants were not to hold weapons on behalf of
Catholic friends or neighbours.®? This continual prudence could eas-
ily be seen as proof that there was indeed something to fear, or at
least that it was believed to be the case.

Rumours continued to thrive in such a favourable climate. It was
claimed by one John Jephson — who may or may not have been
the same person implicated in the plot to assassinate Ormond in
December 1678 — that while travelling in France in 1676, he had
overheard French officers speaking of unsuccessful attempts to land
weapons and ammunition in Galway, ‘about the time we expected
the landing of the French and Dutch at Kinsale’.®* At this time
Hetherington was seeking more witnesses to prove something sim-
ilar: he suggested that a pardon could be obtained for Patrick Tyrell
if he confessed to an involvement in the plot, but ‘Doctor Plunkett
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will surely be hanged.”®* In early December Hetherington offered the
commons the tantalizing possibility of further evidence to support
the existence of an Irish Plot, claiming to know of 25 other Irish
witnesses, but ‘did not think it convenient that the names or cir-
cumstances of them should be known’. The commons ordered that
Hetherington be granted £100 for their upkeep, and provided an
additional £70 to maintain the more prominent and potentially use-
ful witnesses: David Fitzgerald, Samson, MacNamara, Boark, and John
Fitzgerald.®

Not surprisingly, Shaftesbury was kept well informed about events
(or alleged events) in Ireland. He was told by an anonymous cor-
respondent that Patrick Lavallyan had absconded to Cork; despite
there being support for his arrest on the Irish council, the warrant was
delayed, and ‘the opportunity was lost, which gave great discourage-
ment to all honest men here’. When Lavallyan’s letters from France
were intercepted at Youghal, they were never transmitted to England:
the messenger from whom they were taken had supposedly spent
time in an Irish college in France and was related to Ormond. Such
insinuations could only reflect poorly upon the viceroy. Other allega-
tions were made to Shaftesbury about the state of Protestant security
in Ireland: that more troops would be required in Galway, due to
both the alleged readmission of Catholics to the city and the danger-
ously Catholic composition of Connacht (given ‘the Popish interest
of the Lord Clanricard’), and that considerable quantities of weapons
were still hidden in Ireland, as too much notice had been given for
the disarming of Catholics, proof of which was ostensibly provided
by reports that armed Catholics in Queen’s County were harassing
Protestants and evicting them from their homes. This correspondent
dwelt on the necessity for the raising of a militia, for strengthening
Protestant morale and security in Ireland. And at least some unnamed
figures allegedly favoured Ormond’s replacement by no less a figure
than Shaftesbury.®®

Malicious rumours against the viceroy were, yet again, giving way
to more concrete allegations against him. He was accused of permit-
ting assemblies of Catholic clergy in Dublin, of disarming Protestants
with undue haste (in one day), and of permitting Catholics to
retain weapons. He was accused of deliberately delaying the arrest
of the late Peter Talbot, of not seizing either his or Richard Talbot’s
papers, and of leaving the latter at liberty (where he was supposedly
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favoured by Arran and Ossory); of raising a Catholic regiment; and of
having being made lord lieutenant in order to facilitate the calling of
a parliament, thence to raise an army to be directed at England ‘to set
up arbitrary government’.®” These were reminiscent of previous accu-
sations made against him, and as such may have been indicative of
a renewed attack on the monarchy. Two weeks previously Arran had
expressed the suspicion to his father that his letters were being inter-
cepted; such allegations may have been orchestrated.®® There were
ongoing rumours that an attempt to impeach Ormond was immi-
nent. Information had been collected to use against him, and to
procure his dismissal from his post, which, according to Longford,
‘is not thought secure, but in a confiding hand or with a thorough
English Protestant (which is now the phrase in mode)’.*” Presumably
Ormond was seen to be neither of these things.

If this was the case, than attempts to discredit him had arisen
from political purposes rather than malice: his long affinity with the
Stuarts seemed to rebound to his detriment. There were continuing
rumours of unrest in Ireland: Arran had heard of ‘great apprehen-
sions and new discoveries from Munster’.” Ormond laid this at the
door of Orrery’s sister, carrying on her brother’s work through cor-
respondents who were ‘as zealous as he was, but not so inventive’.”!
Equally, in Connacht, the Anglican archbishop of Tuam, John Vesey,
requested that Ormond send a company of soldiers to the town,
due to a possible repeat of the hardships of ‘the late rebellion’.”?
Such latent fears could also be kept alive by the ongoing activi-
ties of Tories, which had been a crucial element in the testimonies
of informers such as Murphy. Henry Jones had become involved
in efforts to procure a pardon for Murphy’s adversary Redmond
O’Hanlon, in exchange for his assistance in bringing other Tories to
heel, after which the pardon was to be extended to his associates.
O’Hanlon himself had apparently instigated the negotiations, and
terms had been agreed by the beginning of November.”? At this time
the Armagh grandee Sir Hans Hamilton, an ‘Old Protestant’ royalist
who had benefited greatly from the restoration settlement and who
was involved in the search for O’Hanlon, reported to Ormond on the
activities of the informer Owen Murphy, who apparently had permis-
sion from Ormond and the Irish council (prompted by an order of the
English House of Lords) to apprehend and send to Dublin whoever
he deemed useful ‘to the discovery of the Popish Plot in Ireland’.
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The mercenary nature of some of the informers was no secret, and
Hamilton was wary of this, but he assisted Murphy anyway by send-
ing suspects to Dublin as requested (though Hamilton told Ormond
about this to pre-empt any complaints that might be made against
him for assisting Murphy), and also provided Ormond with letters
found in the possession of Redmond O’Hanlon’s mother-in-law, con-
cluding that ‘if under pretence of discovering the plot such bloody
murderers shall be pardoned, it will be good encouragement for
others to turn Tories’.”*

The letters in question were from Deborah Annesley (Jones’ daugh-
ter) and her husband Francis. The first, dated 7 December, suggested
that Ormond was prepared to support the original offer of a par-
don to O’Hanlon, but ‘was overruled by the council, who would not
hear of him coming in’; instead, Redmond and his brother Leigh-
lin were to be proclaimed.” The second letter, dated 9 December,
was the more crucial of the two: O’Hanlon and his brothers would
be assured of pardons if he ‘will be a discoverer of the design for
the French invasion here, and who in Ireland are the principal
abettors’.”® Jones was prepared to act as an intermediary to obtain
them.

II1

Machinations continued at a higher level of politics. In December
1680 Sir John Davys assured Ormond that any proceedings against
him by his enemies in parliament would be dependent on insin-
uations, as the best concrete evidence that could be mustered was
his alleged tardiness in issuing warrants for the arrest of Patrick
Lavallyan. But ‘all worthy and honest persons I meet with do speak
with great honour of your Grace’s person, and with great certainty of
your Grace's loyalty to the King and sincerity to the Protestant reli-
gion and look upon both to be abundantly safe under your Grace'’s
administration’.”” On the other hand, a note of exasperation was evi-
dent when Ormond was told that he was to be accused of taking
communion at the home of his sister, Lady Clancarty. He caustically
recalled Oates’s original allegations in 1678: he was supposed to be
killed by Catholics, after all, which might strongly suggest that he
was unlikely to be guilty.”® However, such persuasive logic counted
for little.
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Ormond dismissed the allegations of misconduct over Lavallyan.
He acknowledged the activities of Owen Murphy, who despite
being authorized to find witnesses against Plunkett (presumably in
Armagh), had ended up in Tipperary, and had apprehended ‘about
a dozen people, not like to say anything material as to Plunkett; so
that I believe he takes them upon account of Eustace Comyn'’s mad
narrative’.”” There was a related note of desperation evident when
Comyn himself asked a correspondent in Cashel for proof that he
had been refused a warrant to apprehend Catholic clerics, including
Brennan and Plunkett. If found, it was to be sent to Shaftesbury’s
address in London: a significant indication of his patronage of the
witnesses.® But this was indicative of the paucity of actual evidence.
The testimonies and indictments against Tyrone and those accused
alongside him may have been ignored by grand juries in Ireland, but
the allegations were easily revived in a credulous English debate, and
were sent to both houses of parliament.?! Even at Stafford’s trial in
November 1680 there had been hints of Irish involvement, when
Stephen Dugdale claimed that the Pope ‘would assist the poor dis-
tressed Irish with both men and money’.#? At the trial, Oates claimed
that in January 1678 he had seen letters from Ireland showing

that they were as busy in Ireland as we were in England. We found
that the Talbots, and other persons, were very zealous in raising of
forces, and were resolved to let in the French king, provided that
the parliament should urge the king to break with France.®

A subsequent report had provided the conspirators with ‘an account
how ready the Irish were to vindicate their freedom and their religion
from the oppression of the English as they called it’.?* James Lynch
was implicated in a plot once again, this time by Bernard Dennis, a
former Dominican who claimed that in July 1677, in Madrid, Lynch
had said that Plunkett ‘is resolved this year, or with the next conve-
nience, to bring in a French power into Ireland, thereby to support
the Roman Catholics in England and Ireland’.®® This welter of Irish
innuendo easily attached itself to the unfortunate Stafford, who was
asked while on trial before the lords to explain ‘that letter that comes
from Ireland, to assure the Fathers here, that all things were in a readi-
ness there too, as soon as the blow should be given’.?¢ He would be
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sentenced to death on the same day, on spurious charges of attempt-
ing to have Charles II assassinated. There was no shortage of Irish
allegations, and the ingredients with which to devise them seemed
simple enough. If one proceeded from the assumption that Irish
Catholics were intent on sending Protestants to a terrible fate, one
could easily produce a credible account bolstered by whispered innu-
endo, sinister priests, and links to Catholic Europe. This was the
framework within which the accusations against Tyrone were cast,
and on 9 December (the same day on which Redmond O’Hanlon had
been offered a pardon), Tyrone arrived in England to be imprisoned
for treason as the lords sought more Irish witnesses.®” The increasing
attention paid to the accumulation of Irish evidence was illustrated
when on the same day a motion was entered in the lords to allow
Edmund Murphy to print his testimony.®® Given that the testimony
of the Irish informers had failed to influence significantly the passage
of the exclusion bill in parliament, their publication may have been
deliberately intended to exert an influence outside it.

However, Ireland continued to attract attention in parliament,
where credence could still given to some of the informers. In the
commons on 15 December Paul Foley, MP for Hereford, once again
raised the spectre of a Franco-Irish plot to massacre Protestants,
and according to Francis Winnington, MP for Worcester, ‘by what
Fitzgerald informed you at the bar, the welfare of all Ireland depends
upon this session of parliament and, I believe, of England too’.%
On 24 December Thomas Samson gave a (presumably unfavourable)
account to the commons of the proceedings of Sir John Davys in Ire-
land ‘in the prosecution of the Popish Plot there’.”® Despite the defeat
of the exclusion bill in the lords, the allegations about the Irish Plot
had by no means been abandoned in the commons. Other legislative
solutions to the prospect of a Catholic succession were attempted in
the aftermath of its rejection, most notably in proposed bills to limit
the powers of any Catholic successor, and to form an association of
Protestants.”’ Proceedings on both were confined to the Lords, and,
for various reasons (mainly the proroguing of parliament in January
1681), the bills were never put to a vote, but both had key clauses
that amply illustrated Irelands de facto political subordination. The
limitations bill proposed the creation of a council of 41 members to
exercise control over foreign policy and the Irish government, while
the association bill, drafted by Essex and possibly borrowing from a
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similar initiative during the reign of Elizabeth, proposed that virtu-
ally all civil and ecclesiastical office holders in Ireland and England
would have to subscribe to an association of Protestants to guarantee
the succession: all would have to take up arms on the king’s death,
for example, at least until parliament could be called. Logically, non-
subscription would raise questions about the religious allegiance of
those involved. Such implicit concerns about the condition of Ireland
seemed to suggest that the assumed existence of an Irish Plot might
have found a receptive, if limited, audience amongst the English
political elite.

Further allegations of Irish plots came from Mullingar, where
another informer, James Geogheghan, claimed to know of another
plot to kill the king. The previous summer, in England, he had been
told to expect ‘a Romish King, and that this heretical king Charles
II should be brought down’. There was supposedly an ongoing plan
to guarantee this outcome, for ‘God almighty swallowed the heretics
of England, for abusing the Catholics.””* But there had been consis-
tent complaints about Geogheghan'’s abuse of the permission he had
been granted by the authorities to obtain evidence. ‘It was not fit to
let him go on to plunder, beat, and imprison who he pleased, English
and Irish, Papist and Protestant, as his fancy, supported by strong ale
and wine, should direct him.”*®> While a number of individuals whom
he accused were to be arrested, Geogheghan himself was in cus-
tody, and on 20 January, after considering a request by Ormond, the
Privy Council ordered that he be prosecuted for ‘violences, excesses,
debaucheries, and in effect plain robberies committed on Irish and
English Protestants and Papists’.** But irrespective of the truth of
such rumours, or the calibre of the informers who recounted them,
the various allegations of an Irish Catholic plot tallied with certain
Irish Protestant expectations. Orrery’s son Roger Boyle, for example,
who had succeeded to his father’s title, emulated him by writing of
his own belief in, and fear of, the imminent execution of an Irish
Catholic plot.”

In January 1681 yet more rumours of such a plot were printed in
London.”® Essex subsequently presented the testimonies of Maurice
Fitzgerald, Murtagh Downey and James Nash to the lords, and in turn
William Bradley, Sir John Fitzgerald, and Pierce Lacy, all of whom
were implicated, denied the allegations against them.?” The presen-
tation of these testimonies had been prompted by the initiation of
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proceedings against Tyrone.”® And significantly, on 6 January the
commons resolved that there was indeed an Irish Plot.”” ‘There is
something in the evidence of the Irish Plot that agrees with forty-one.
Then there was a great massacre in Ireland, as now intended.”'®
The next day the lords ordered that Murtagh Downey and David
Fitzgerald be summoned from Ireland, came to a conclusion that
would be publicly printed with the testimony of MacNamara,
Fitzgerald and Nash, and demanded the concurrence of the commons
in their subsequent resolution that

There now is, and for divers years last past there hath been, a
horrid and treasonable plot and conspiracy, contrived and carried
on by those of the Popish religion in Ireland, for massacring the
English, and subverting the Protestant religion, and the ancient
established government of that kingdom.!*!

But the forum in which the informers had stated their case was
stripped away by the proroguing of the English parliament on
10 January 1681.

IV

This did not, however, prevent assertions about the existence of the
Irish Plot from appearing in the Whig press. ‘The plot in Ireland is
every day more and more discovered to be a damnable design to
massacre the Protestants there, and betray that kingdom into the
hands of the French.”'? It was explicitly stated that Tyrone and
other Catholic nobles (both Irish and English) were involved in
the Franco-Irish plot ‘to shake off, as they pretended, the English
yoke, [and] make a general massacre of Protestants’.'”® Some days
earlier

a great light in the heavens, bigger than the moon, appeared
directly over the city of Dublin, which in one nights time moved
over several parts of the city and at length, in sight of multitudes
of people, fell through the air into the sea, as they judge, and
was seen no more, and that the Protestants there have dreadful
apprehensions of approaching danger.'**
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Presumably this was the great comet of 1680, as seen across north-
ern Europe. The assumption that this inevitably presaged impending
danger for Protestants was automatic. A ‘blazing star in the west’ had
been seen from Kinsale on 17 December, and was visible for a number
of nights (though the official gazette declined to interpret it for good
or ill).'% It could still be asserted in the Whig press that the Irish Plot
existed, and that ‘the Papists have not some considerable hopes to
reduce that kingdom to the see of Rome’.1%

But the cause in which such allegations were utilized seems to
have been losing momentum, and this was reflected in a manner
that had a direct bearing on Irish affairs, as Ormond’s difficulties
began to ease at this time. Arran informed him that he probably
would not have been impeached by parliament, as ‘none of the sober
men will allow of any article of your being either a Papist or in the
plot’, though it was possible that he may have been censured for a
perceived lack of vigour in dealing with Catholics. Renewed prepa-
rations for an Irish parliament might once again be set in train,
given the anticipated dissolution of the English one.'®” Ormond duly
informed John Davys that he was probably in the clear, while being
aware that new (if obscure) allegations of plots were emerging from
Limerick and Galway.!® In a manner that resembled Oates’s origi-
nal allegations, Presbyterians in Ulster, ‘who are very numerous and
greedy for land’, were now rumoured to have plans for a rebellion
in conjunction with some of the Irish. But while the correspondent
who alleged this queried the retaining of former Cromwellians in the
army, he discerned no trace of any Catholic plot.!” This could eas-
ily be contrasted with more tangible concerns about Presbyterians
in Ulster, especially in Donegal, where a ‘general fast and abstinence
from labour’ had been declared to induce repentance for forgetting
the Solemn League and Covenant, ‘which cannot imply anything but
the renewal thereof’.!1°

In mid-January, Charles had repeated his order to Ormond to
recruit replacements for the troops that had been sent to Tangiers, but
did not authorize the calling of any parliament in Ireland.''! There
were ongoing rumours that the Irish army was riddled with Catholics,
as further aspersions were cast upon Sir John Davys (who, according
to Arran, was ‘persecuted chiefly upon your [Ormond’s] account’),
but Ormond downplayed these allegations, gently reminding local
grandees such as Sir John Skeffington, Viscount Massareene, that they
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had their own responsibilities ‘to govern and command’, in order to
‘keep the government in safety and the kingdom in peace notwith-
standing suggestion and general rumours’.!'? Ormond himself was to
proceed with improvements to fortifications and defences in Ireland,
and to advise on what more might be required.!"> However, such
control as he had over his government was being progressively weak-
ened. In February 1681 the English treasury had decisively reasserted
its control over Irish finances (a development that may have been
related to the new found political strength of the court).!'* But there
was no avoiding the problem of Ireland’s ramshackle defences. For
example, Dublin Corporation had stated that the increase in the size
of the city beyond the walls since 1660

renders it of no strength nor security to the inhabitants, and which
was not only a discouragement to Protestants for settling here, but
might be also an invitation to the enemies of his Majesty to invade
or raise rebellion in that kingdom...the growth and strength of
this city would be the security of the whole kingdom."®

Ormond was expected to rectify this, at a time when danger still
seemed to be abroad. After all, in February a report from Bristol
had made mention of ‘an alarm at Youghal, as if the French had
been on the coast of Ireland’, though like so much else during the
Popish Plot this seems to have been groundless.!'® But even the most
tenuous allegations could still be deemed worthy of investigation:
reports from Derry about sinister military activity, and conversations
with a ‘rebellious dark meaning’ derived from little more than loose
drunken talk overheard in a tavern, yet were still deemed worthy of
being reported to the authorities, who ordered an investigation.!'”
It illustrates the extent to which fears could be based on the most
slender of suggestions.

Yet despite these promising signs, it appears that little had changed
since Granard had delivered his report to the English Privy Council
the previous summer. Men and material were still to be obtained for
Ireland’s defence, and were to be paid for out of the Irish govern-
ment’s pocket.!’® Nor had the continuing rumours in Ireland abated,
that Ormond was obliged to dismiss. “The hottest and most ground-
less alarms go out of Munster and I have reason to believe they are
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sent for out of England to fill sheets of printed papers and the peo-
ples heads with fearful apprehensions.”'* Forces were deployed in
Munster during February 1681 due to ‘frequent alarms’, and arms,
ammunitions, and salaries were to be provided to the militia there
(this was to be extended throughout the kingdom for as long as
was practicable).’” There were continual fears in the vicinity of
Dunmanway, in County Cork, about the possibility of an Irish rebel-
lion, though the presence and strength of the militia meant that
this was unlikely without some foreign assistance.'?! But equally, if
it did not happen, this could be attributed to the presence of the
militia, and would not automatically alleviate local fears. It was a
no-win situation for the sceptical. Ormond’s own scepticism was
fanned by the ongoing incrimination of Oliver Plunkett; if the orig-
inal grand jury had possessed the allegations now made against
Plunkett, they would not have delivered a verdict of ignoramus,
thus posing the obvious question of why they were not produced
in the original case.'” The obvious answer was that they had not
existed.

It was at this juncture that Ormond became aware of an impending
‘paper war’ between Anglesey and James Touchet, earl of Castlehaven,
in which he would become embroiled. Castlehaven had fought with
distinction for the Confederate Catholics in the 1640s, whilst simul-
taneously providing a useful link between the Confederates and
Ormond, to whom he was related by marriage. He published his
memoirs in 1680, presumably (at least in part) with the purpose of
rebutting allegations about his conduct in the 1640s made in works
by writers such as Borlase. In writing his own history, Borlase had
received at least some assistance from Anglesey, who in April 1680
informed the author of his happiness with the text. He observed
how a potential recurrence of the 1641 rebellion remained a real con-
cern, given the ‘wolvish’ nature of the Irish. ‘Nothing can contribute
more effectually then by the truth of history to undeceive that igno-
rant and unhappy people, and to let them see how they have been
seduced to their ruin’, even if they were ‘the most barbarous though
the most entirely subdued nation in Christendom’.!*

Before this, Anglesey himself had sought to join the ranks of
authors recounting the events of 1641. In July 1679 he sought mate-
rial for a prospective history of Ireland (with a particular emphasis on
the 1640s) that he planned to write.'* On 22 January 1680 he ‘spent
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all day at home in the history of Ireland which I resolve now to go
on with and first to dispatch that part of it since the rebellion’.!?
He intended to fulfil this ambition by assembling materials for a his-
tory of Ireland that he embarked upon in early 1681. It was never
published, and such sections as were completed were lost, but he
placed a great emphasis on the 1640s: the section dealing with this
was to be published before the remainder, and, in a testament to
a tradition of which it was intended to be a part, the main sources
from which it would draw were Jones’ Remonstrance, and the histories
of the rebellion by Temple and Borlase.!?

Anglesey had criticized early drafts of Castlehaven’s memoirs, but
subsequently adopted a hostile stance to the work and its contents in
public. Castlehaven certainly believed that this was to emphasize his
public zeal during the Popish Plot: Anglesey had been implicated by
John MacNamara, and may have feared being tainted by association
with Tyrone. Borlase weighed in behind Anglesey, stoutly rebutting
many of Castlehaven'’s assertions, and emphasizing that ‘the conspir-
acy was so general and there had been such unheard of villainies (not
in any age before) committed by the Irish ere his Majesties forces
could be embodied to [assert] his power that the infection seems to
have polluted the whole kingdom’.'?” He continued in the same vein,
reiterating the old argument that the atrocities committed by British
and settler forces in the 1640s were ultimately to be laid at the door
of the Irish rebels who had made the first move.!?

However, the dispute opened out to include Ormond. The treaties
he had signed with the Confederates (such as that of 1649) were
attacked for favouring Catholics. Ormond had no desire to respond
in public, though he would draft a broader defence of his past con-
duct, on the grounds that it was inextricable from criticism of his
conduct in the present. Anglesey’s memoirs had surprised him more
than the usual slanders to which he was accustomed. He was espe-
cially unhappy at the claims of crypto-Popery that were still being
levelled at him based on his supposed conduct since the onset of the
plot. ‘The matter is so false and despicable, that it deserves nothing
but contempt.’'? The proroguing of the Oxford parliament obvi-
ated the necessity for drafting an account of this kind and it was
never published, though the dispute flared up again in November
1681.13 It was of a part with previous disputations over the 1640s
that had recurred since the Restoration, and which rested upon the
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same assumptions that underpinned the belief in the existence of
an Irish Plot.

\%

However, it was inevitable that the lack of anything other than
unsubstantiated allegations to prove the existence of an Irish Plot
would prompt reflection about whether it actually existed. On
21 January 1681 the Privy Council ordered that the examinations of
Irish informers be taken and forwarded to the council: the vast major-
ity of these would play no further role in the proceedings relating to
the Irish Plot, so presumably their allegations were deemed to be of
little or no value.’®! The Privy Council acceded to their request for a
pardon before providing any testimony, but this was to be restricted
to charges of treason and misprision of treason: less significant crimes
were to be excluded.!®?

The nexus of Irish informers and English politicians remained
potent, and highlighted concerns that the English government could
not afford to ignore, even if it had been inclined to do so. But by
the beginning of January cracks had begun to emerge amongst the
Irish witnesses. It was reported that Oates and David Fitzgerald were
arguing over unspecified allegations made against Sir John Davys
(presumably based on previous allegations that he had sought to
obstruct witnesses); Fitzgerald was backing Davys, and was becom-
ing the subject of smears himself.!*® Despite this, public assertions
about the existence of an Irish Plot continued. It was reported that
meetings in Cork were addressed by a sinister figure exhorting the
people to rebellion: ‘who this great man is, is not certainly known
(perhaps another nuncio from the Pope, like that in ‘41, who man-
aged that horrid massacre and rebellion)’. Rumours were abroad of
French activity, and of gunpowder seized in Limerick.'** In Dublin, it
was reported that ‘the Papists here are much elevated at the news of
the prorogation of the parliament, insomuch that they hector about
the streets with swords and other arms’, thus justifying Protestant
fears of their intentions.!**

Yet by the end of January, Hetherington and David Fitzgerald, two
of the key figures in the promotion of the Irish Plot, were level-
ling accusations against one another that would ultimately serve to
discredit it.!*¢ Fitzgerald had by now suggested that Irish witnesses
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had been suborned, a claim that had already been ridiculed in the
Whig press, but on 2 February he was granted a full pardon by the
Privy Council.'¥ A number of Irish witnesses who had previously
been examined were summoned before the council. They appar-
ently knew nothing about any Irish Plot, having been suborned by
Eustace Comyn to bolster his own testimony.'*® The dispute between
Fitzgerald and Hetherington was heard before the King and coun-
cil on 11 February, and an account of it was published that was
unashamedly hostile to Hetherington.!*® Printed anonymously in
London, it exhibited a level of detail that suggested it may have had
some kind of official sanction or assistance. It was obvious that some
of the Irish informers (whose allegations were still unsubstantiated)
had dubious pasts and had found favour with elements of the Whig
opposition. As the political tide in England began to turn against the
exclusionist case and its proponents, an account of a dispute between
two of these ostensible witnesses may have had a certain propaganda
value.

Hetherington (‘the principal manager of the Irish evidence, as he
styles himself'!*) was accused of accepting and dispensing bribes
to guarantee the production of false testimony, and questions were
raised about his shady past and his relationship with Edmund
Murphy. In turn, the charges levelled at Fitzgerald by Hetherington
were also reproduced: he was accused of attempting to force witnesses
to withdraw their allegations with the support of Ormond and the
king, who had supposedly given him money and other inducements
to ‘break Shaftesbury’s knot’."*! The allegations against Fitzgerald
were rebutted at considerable length, in a manner inevitably hos-
tile to Hetherington and, implicitly, those who may have supported
or assisted him. Fitzgerald was the more plausible of the two. The
Privy Council ordered that Hetherington be prosecuted for tamper-
ing with witnesses and procuring allegations against Ormond, York,
the queen, and Michael Boyle, and also for misleading the council.!*?
Fitzgerald petitioned the council on 16 February to prosecute Hether-
ington and Bernard Dennis on the grounds that they were likely to
abscond.!*?

Fitzgerald was not alone in his turnaround. Other informers did the
same. John MacMoyer, Edmund Murphy, James Callaghan, Daniel
Finan, Hugh Duffy, and George Murphy all petitioned the council
for maintenance in mid-February, and on 23 February complained
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that they had been ‘most scandalously and maliciously vilified
and abused’ by Hetherington, Dennis, and another obscure figure,
Jerome Battye.!** Despite what could be seen as the undermining
of the Irish witnesses and their evidence (on 25 February, a further
nine were discharged as unnecessary'*®), attempts to revive fears of
the Irish had not necessarily abated. It was reported that Thomas
Samson captured Tyrone’s butler in London with bullets and a sword
that could only be put to a nefarious purpose.!*® But if this kind of
allegation was linked to fears of an Irish Plot along the lines of what
had been suggested, it was becoming increasingly obvious that the
Irish informers might not have been telling the truth. In late January
it had already been suggested publicly that there was a plan ‘to
scandalize and subvert the Irish evidence of the Popish Plot, and to
blame it instead upon Protestants’, which was one of the allegations
Hetherington subsequently levelled against Fitzgerald.'*” Indeed, the
Middlesex grand jury had reportedly brought a bill against Fitzgerald
for suborning witnesses.'*® But MacMoyer, Duffy, and Paul Gormley
also accused Hetherington of attempting to induce them (and oth-
ers) to swear against the Queen and York.'* On 2 March the Privy
Council heard the attorney-general’s opinion that the allegations
against Hetherington and the others were true, and ordered their
prosecution.” On 11 March Fitzgerald was pardoned.'!

However, he was not necessarily discredited. On 22 March Sir
Thomas Southwell was permitted to receive a copy of Fitzgerald’s
testimony against him. Southwell, who was 73, denied the allega-
tions that he (along with Brittas, Lacy, and Sir John Fitzgerald) was
‘conspiring against his Majesty, and abetting a French invasion and
a general massacre of all Protestants in Ireland’. Southwell was ‘a
true English Protestant, and the information against him arose from
private revenge’; he had prosecuted Fitzgerald for non-payment of
rent, and he reiterated the fact that the same charges had previously
been dismissed by a grand jury in Limerick. Besides, Southwell made
the fair point that as a Protestant and a substantial landowner he
was unlikely to benefit from this plot.!>? Just prior to this Sir John
Fitzgerald, who had been imprisoned on charges based on the allega-
tions of Boark, MacNamara, and David Fitzgerald, had also petitioned
the Privy Council for release from prison.'®* His arrest prompted a
panegyric from the poet Daibhidh O Bruadair (Fitzgerald was appar-
ently his patron) stating that were Charles only to look at Fitzgerald’s
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face, he would realize that he could do no wrong, and which damned
the informers against him."*

O Bruadair may have had a point: Fitzgerald was almost certainly
innocent. It was resolved that petitions for the release of Fitzgerald
and Lacy were to be considered, but despite the lack of evidence
against them, both they and Southwell remained in jail.’>® Belief did
not require evidence: according to John Maynard in the commons,
‘this damnable Popish Plot is still on foot in England, and I am sure
in Ireland too’.15¢

And there was another Irish informer whom posterity did not
consign to obscurity: the Catholic Edmund Fitzharris, who had writ-
ten a tract with Edmund Everard (The True Englishman Speaking
Plain English) that went beyond advocating exclusion to suggest that
Charles II was just as dangerous as his brother, if not more so, and
should therefore be deposed.'®” This seems to have been part of
an attempt to discredit the Whigs, but it backfired: Fitzharris was
betrayed by Everard, and was imprisoned on a charge of high trea-
son: the Catholic Church was concerned that his arrest might serve
to inflame feelings even further against Irish Catholics.'*® Fitzharris
was alleged to have links to a plot whereby ‘the king of France
had a design on Ireland’.'>® As for his allegations, ‘the design being
of so horrid a nature in all its branches, we cannot give you the
particulars’.’®® However, if such reports were intended to maintain
the pressure on parliament to alter the succession, it was in vain:
Charles dissolved the brief Oxford parliament on 28 March after it
reintroduced an exclusion bill.

Ultimately, the careers of these informers were driven by events
in England. Their significance was linked to proceedings in parlia-
ment, but after the January resolution affirming the existence of
an Irish Plot their roles may have become redundant. It remains
unclear to what extent Irish Protestants supported the Whig cause
as it was formulated in England. There were obvious alliances and
alignments (as seen by the activities of Henry Jones), but there are
only glimpses of orchestrated political activity on the part of the
Protestant interest. One of these, and one which reveals hints of
the links between political interests in both islands, is the petition
of the Clare grand jury drawn up in late February 1681, which had
argued that the dissolution of the English parliament ‘has encour-
aged the Papists in Ireland to as great insolence as the sitting of that



140 Ireland and the Popish Plot

parliament gave them terror’. It claimed that while no parliament sat,
no plot could be discovered, and as Catholics supposedly felt that
the proclamations against them would not be enforced, magistrates
were reluctant to enforce them. Ormond was called on to press for
an Irish parliament that could take the appropriate measures against
this to ‘secure us and our posterity from the apparent danger we are
now in’.16!

Such petitioning was a distinctive feature of English politics in
1679-1681, and the driving force behind this Irish example of it was
the Catholic Daniel O’Brien, Viscount Clare, who had lost command
of a regiment in 1675 after being accused of spying for the French.
Some Protestants in the county opposed the petition, and Clare, in
a revealing aside, informed Essex that ‘it were fit some check were
given to such Protestants as in these times oppose the sitting of the
parliament in England, on which depends wholly our safety’.!%> Clare
had also been willing to provide Shaftesbury with information on
alleged Catholic activity at court in the 1670s; there was at least one
tenuous link to the English opposition. Ormond disliked Clare any-
way, and now seized upon him as a concrete and tangible enemy.
In an ironic reversal of the accusations made against him, Ormond
sneeringly castigated Clare as a ‘Papist’, suggesting that he had links
to Spain, France, and Titus Oates, and who ‘came over hither...just
when the design was to be put into execution’. He also observed that
his lands, near the mouth of the Shannon and close to Limerick,
were a perfect spot for an invasion (as indeed some of the informers
had suggested): Clare was thereby an obvious suspect, whose claims
of zeal for the Protestant religion ‘when the plot is discovered and
frustrated’ were further grounds on which to suspect him.!®?

Clare was not just concerned about Catholic designs in Ireland. In a
prescient judgement that foreshadowed the events of 1688-1689, ‘in
my opinion it concerns the Protestant interest in England to suppress
Popery without delay here, as you will have a numerous party against
you, when any Popish prince falls out with the crown’.'®* But instead
of achieving its stated purpose, Charles’s displeasure at the activities
of Clare and the grand jury in promoting such a petition, and the
aspersions it implicitly cast upon him, ensured Clare’s removal from
the official posts he held in Ireland.'®® The petition was subsequently
published in the Whig press in London.'®® But Charles’s willingness
to punish Clare was suggestive of the increasing confidence of the



The Road to the “Tory Revenge’ 141

monarchy and its adherents as they weathered the storm. The wan-
ing of the crisis was also reflected in an anonymous tract that seemed
to be intended as a vindication of Irish Catholic in the light of the
sweeping allegations that had been made by Oates and others. The
anonymous author did concede the possibility that Catholics ‘have
wrongfully suffered the loss of ... their goods, [and] their fortunes’.'*”
The tract also disputed the Protestant belief that Catholics had been
absolved of their loyalty to the crown by the Pope, and were thus
‘duty bound to murder Protestants, and destroy [this] nation by fire
and sword, for [the] propagation of the Catholic faith’.'*® It con-
cluded with a scathing reference to ‘a sort of people who under a
colourable zeal against Popery (as they term it) strike at monarchy’.'®

The latter sentiment amply reflected Ormond’s opinion of Clare.
The viceroy was still concerned about the condition of the Irish
army. He also remained intent on reforming it, and planned major
musters of the available forces in the country. However, the fear of
being posted to Tangiers seemed to be a discouragement to prospec-
tive recruits.'’® The tension between the main internal dangers in
Ireland remained evident, as it had for decades. As usual, Presbyte-
rians seemed to pose a more real danger than any Catholic plot: on
9 March the Privy Council ordered the suppression of ‘unlawful meet-
ings’ in Donegal, but the possibility of Catholic subversion was also
deemed worthy of attention: from Queen’s County came further alle-
gations of ‘the design that is now in hand which is to subvert the
Protestant religion and to advance the Roman Catholic religion’.!”!
Soon after came further reports from Youghal about the discovery of
correspondence, again, between Patrick Lavallyan in France (‘one of
the suspected ruffians who were employed to murder the king’) to his
family in Cork.!”> But equally, there were parallel reports suggesting
that accounts such as this were illusory.

Swearing treason against men is now grown so common that
many say they dare hardly ask for their debts or distrain for their
rents for fear of being sworn into the plot, and it is generally
so all the kingdom over to the great disturbances of the subject,
Papist and Protestant, to the filling of prisons with inconsider-
able wretches and to his Majesty’s considerable charge to keep the
accusers and the accused from starving, for they are for the most
part equally poor, and, which is hardest of all, we dare not deliver
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the prisons by the trial of those accused without directions from
his Majesty for fear of the scandal, which men are so apt to cast
on the government and the justice of the kingdom.'”

There were echoes in this of Sir Thomas Southwell’s fears. Ormond
was still scathing of the informers in the light of what seemed to
be their discrediting in London. Writing to Arran from Ireland, he
noted that ‘Hetherington is known here to be an arch rogue, and
Comyn, whilst he was here was esteemed to be something betwixt a
fool and a madman’; hence, he concluded that Comyn was unlikely
to have composed the narrative that he had previously dismissed as
‘mad’. Hetherington was the more likely culprit.'”* But official pru-
dence was maintained, as all judges ‘in commission’ were to sit on
circuit for the crown during any Popish Plot trials in Ireland, and the
juries were to be composed of Protestant freeholders, insofar as this
was practicable.'”

It now seemed that the Irish elements to the Popish Plot were
waning, as perennial concerns came to the fore once again. ‘If there
follow but a tolerable calm, I suppose the condition this kingdom
is in, and that it may be brought into, may be taken into consid-
eration, for most certainly it must be of advantage or prejudice to
affairs in the other two.” The final closure of Ranelagh’s accounts
was the next Irish business in hand, and an Irish parliament was
the logical next step, though in Ormond’s view the work to facili-
tate this had already been done: all that was required would be the
decision to summon it.!”® Arran subsequently confirmed to his father
that Hetherington had indeed composed Comyn'’s narrative, but this
may well have been an incidental detail when viewed alongside the
more substantive matters that finally appeared to be in train once
again.!”’

VI

In political terms the tide had by now turned against the Whigs who
had promoted the Irish Plot. Thus, lingering uncertainties about the
Irish informers and their allegations could (and would) become more
public over time. Ormond had held the informers in contempt from
an early stage, and Charles was told that they were motivated by pri-
vate malice, and were ‘envious, malicious, viperous informers, who
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durst not show their face, in any place of justice’.!”® Equally, a tongue-
in-cheek pamphlet (complete with brogue) ascribed to the informer
Maurice Fitzgerald of Limerick sought to exonerate Pierce Lacy and Sir
John Fitzgerald, whilst damning Hetherington once again for suborn-
ing evidence. It also sought the measure of those Irish witnesses who
had intended to provide it.

De parliaments did vote an Irish plot too upon my narraty, and
dey did vote it upon a lye, for I never saw my narraty till I came
here; but peoples makes narratyes and plots in London; and put it
upon me fait.

And as for the reasons why:

By my shoul, if you vill be giving your pardons and your moneys,
you will have a tousand Kings evidences; don’t you tink when
cow-stealers, horse-stealers and murderers are to be hang’'d, but
to shave demselves from de gallows, dey will come to London and
be your Kings evidence.!”

In this light, self-interest was the basis for their claims. David
Fitzgerald reportedly suggested that those Irish witnesses who chose
to stand over their allegations should be hanged.'® But informing
was not automatically profitable: one ‘Hurley’, another Irish wit-
ness, apparently died destitute, ‘for want of necessaries’.'®! Another,
‘Geoghegan’ (possibly James Geogheghan) was reportedly executed
in Ireland as a cattle thief in the spring of 1681.'%? English official con-
cern about the quality of these witnesses would be evident when the
Privy Council sought to determine which allegations against Oliver
Plunkett would be of relevance to his forthcoming trial.'8* Arran had
concluded by late April 1681 that if tried in London, Plunkett ‘is not
like ever to see Ireland again’; there were too many witnesses against
him who would be readily believed by an English jury.’® But this
would not be a matter to be dealt with in Ireland.

Plunkett was not the only loose end that remained: Redmond
O’Hanlon was also unfinished business. It was later alleged that
Shaftesbury intended to procure a pardon for him in exchange for
his swearing against Ormond and other senior figures in Ireland. If
true, this may have contributed to Ormond’s resolve to deal with
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him for once and for all. On 4 March 1681 he had authorized William
Lucas of Down ‘to do his Majesty good service in the apprehending,
killing, and destroying of proclaimed rebels and Tories’.'®® Lucas con-
tacted O’Hanlon’s foster brother Art, and in early April offered him
a protection in exchange for his assistance.'®¢ Art O’Hanlon took full
advantage of this and shot Redmond on 25 April 1681 near Eight
Mile Bridge in County Down. O’Hanlon’s body was decapitated by
the time Lucas arrived, presumably by one of his followers to prevent
the head being put on display.’®” But it was found and mounted on
a spike above Downpatrick jail while the remainder of his body was
displayed in Newry, County Down.

For neither Redmond’s limbs nor pate,
Shall under sordid rubbish lie
Forgot, but shall be placed on high.!88

As with Patrick Fleming beforehand, an end had been put to the
negotiation.

As for the various Irish witnesses, they did not seem to be
receiving much in the way of official support: their standing had
declined. There was a dispute amongst them in April over the
money for their maintenance that was to have been distributed by
Hetherington, which they had not yet received. A private collec-
tion, in which Shaftesbury was involved, was organized to tide them
over until something more official could be arranged.'® But contin-
ual suggestions about the falsehood of their testimony could not
be disregarded. Edmund Warcup, the zealous justice of the peace
for Middlesex and Westminster who was tasked with examining
the various informers, assessed the information of Florence Weyer
and concluded that it should be sent to Dublin so that Ormond
could investigate it.'”° ‘If false, the untruth of Weyer’s information
may detect other untruths, this being the most material information
I have yet met in relation to the Irish plot.’! The council subse-
quently ordered that the utility of the various Irish witnesses be
assessed, to get rid of those who were continually demanding main-
tenance, and to determine who would be retained for the impending
trials of Plunkett and Hetherington. The decision was made by
27 April, when 16 were dispensed with.'%?
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Other matters remained. Clare had sought to apologize to Ormond
for any suggestion of having cast aspersions on his government,
while hoping that ‘neither the petition nor the presenters of it may
receive any discountenance from your Grace’.!”® The grand jury sub-
sequently retracted the petition, so Clare was ‘wholly disowned and
abandoned by those he drew into that snare’; an attempt at a similar
petition in Limerick had failed, as the county grand jury there had
declined to get involved. Ormond observed these events, along with
the imminent (and unprecedented) decision of the ‘loyal and well
affected citizens’ of Dublin to send an address to the king thanking
him for his declaration of April 1681 that had condemned the actions
of the Whigs and committed Charles to upholding the law and the
established church.'*

Ormond himself was still the subject of rumour and insinua-
tion. In May 1681 a tract entitled Ireland’s Sad Lamentation (printed
in London and presumably imported into Ireland) came to official
attention in Dublin.'”s It was written after the dissolution of the
English parliament, ostensibly from a ‘person of honour’ in Dublin to
‘his friend in London’, and was reminiscent of the accusations against
Ormond that had been circulated in Ireland in early 1679. The disso-
lution of parliament had ensured that ‘we have little hopes, if at all
any, of being secured from that Popish cruelty which most of us have
felt in this age’. The particular reason for this was Ormond, who, it
was alleged, had embarked on ‘a progress over the whole kingdom,
to see in what posture the same lay, (for what design I know not) in
which journey he was much attended by Popish gentry’.!® Despite
the ostensible discovery of an ‘Irish Plot’, Ormond and Arran had sup-
posedly done little to deal with it: instead, he was once more accused
of protecting Richard Talbot, numerous Catholic priests, and Tyrone,
along with intimidating Protestants into silence about the existence
of the Irish Plot. Ormond was not openly accused of involvement
in a plot to massacre Protestants, but the insinuation was obvious.
‘We want an Essex, a Shaftesbury, that is to say, a good and zeal-
ous Protestant that will stand up for us in this time of eminent and
scarcely to be avoided danger.” Ormond, by implication, was of a dif-
ferent ilk. Such insinuations were extended to Arran, Boyle, and John
Fitzpatrick, whose recent conversion to the established church was
dismissed, and whose pedigree was reiterated for the sake of read-
ers: ‘his father a heinous rebel, and his mother hanged for making
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candles of Englishmen’s grease in the time of the late rebellion’.’”
But Ireland’s Sad Lamentation was condemned by Dublin Corpora-
tion as a libel ‘most unchristian, false and scandalous’, being ‘stuffed
with most notorious falsities’, and having thus declared their faith in
Ormond, Arran and Boyle by condemning it, the corporation decided
to issue a proclamation to the same effect.'”®

By May Ormond seemed increasingly confident in his dealings
with London. He openly stated his disbelief in the accusations against
Sir John Davys, and his disregard for the petition that Clare had tried
to present to him; by this stage, Clare was its only advocate.'”® This
seemed to mirror the turning of the political tide in England. Writ-
ing to York soon after, Ormond expressed his belief that the “Tory’
interest was indeed in the ascendant, but that the danger was not
completely past.

The wrack of the crown in the King your father’s time is fresh in
the memory of many of us; and the rocks and shoals he was lost
upon (though they were hid to him) are so very visible to us, that
if we avoid them not, we shall perish rather derided than pitied.?*

Further suggestions of the renewed strength of the crown came in
the form of reports in London suggesting that parliaments would be
called in Ireland and Scotland by the beginning of August."!

Despite such grounds for optimism, in May Ormond and the
council ordered enforcement of a proclamation of 20 November
1678 against unusually large masses in Cork.??? Rumours of Irish
Plots continued to emerge, from Roscommon and Mayo.?*® But
these had been, and would remain, common currency in Restora-
tion Ireland: the Popish Plot had merely given such suggestions a
greater sense of urgency. In May, Owen O’Callaghan claimed that
‘last March’ he had heard Hetherington and others discuss the possi-
bility of killing, amongst others, the Queen, Ormond, York, Arran,
Michael Boyle, Sir William Davies, and Sir John Davys. He sup-
posedly offered O’Callaghan an allowance from parliament if he
would testify against them, and especially against the Queen.?**
David Fitzgerald apparently persuaded six of the Irish witnesses to
testify that Hetherington bribed them to make allegations against
Ormond ‘and others’, though it was suggested in the Whig press
that this may have arisen from private malice on the part of
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a witness whom Hetherington declined to lend money to.?” In
June Eustace Comyn claimed to have been bribed to make fur-
ther allegations, and had been told that the offer of a pardon
was the reason why so many allegations of this nature had been
made. Comyn also claimed to have been told by Hetherington
that ‘those witnesses’ were worthless, and by George Coddan that
there was no material evidence against Oliver Plunkett, or indeed
anyone else.?® After all, a pardon had been promised by procla-
mation to those who could provide any information on a plot.
But these recantations made no difference to Plunkett’s predica-
ment.

VII

Plunkett’s imprisonment was of inevitable concern to the Catholic
Church. As far back as December 1680, the Pope had been person-
ally concerned about his plight, as the church took the view that
the English Parliament was intent on wiping out Catholicism across
the three kingdoms.?”” The Spanish ambassador had unsuccessfully
attempted to intercede on Plunkett’s behalf, and it was hoped that
York could be prevailed upon instead.?®® But such efforts came to
nothing.

On 9 June 1681 Fitzharris was tried for high treason. Everard
alleged that Fitzharris sought to induce him into serving ‘the French
and the Popish interest’, most especially by writing the offending
pamphlet.?”? Despite the fact that figures such as Arran testified in
his favour, Fitzharris was found guilty and sentenced to death.

Plunkett’s trial was also in June. According to Gilbert Burnet, it
was known that Plunkett had previously censured some of the clerics
who testified against him. They had already appeared before a grand
jury, but the foreman, ‘who was a zealous Protestant’, told Burnet
that they had contradicted each other so much that ‘they would not
find the bill. But now they laid their story better together, and swore
against him’.?!° The evidence was opened by the attorney general
to consist of two parts, first ‘to prove a general plot in Ireland to
bring in the French, to raise an army, and to extirpate and destroy
all Protestants and the Protestant religion, and secondly to prove
Dr. Plunkett concerned, and that as a principal agent and contriver
in that design’.!!
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Plunkett was accused of involvement in such a plot by most of the
witnesses against him: Florence Weyer, Henry O’Neill, ‘Neile O'Neale’
(sic), Hugh Duffy, John ‘MacLegh’ (sic), and John MacMoyer.?'?
Despite his protestations about the circumstances of the trial,
together they provided enough testimony to convince the court of
the truth of the charges on which Plunkett had been arraigned.
However, Edmund Murphy was apparently repentant and proved to
be an unhelpful witness. He attempted again to implicate Ormond
and York, stating that Plunkett had intended to raise 60,000-70,000
men, but only to support York against Monmouth should the need
arise: this was very different to claiming that they were intent on
killing Protestants en masse. Whilst claiming that the French were
involved in this, he did not directly implicate Plunkett and stated
that the other witnesses were motivated by malice. However, his
performance was seen as proof that he had been tampered with.?!3
As for the other witnesses, ‘their testimony throughout the whole
was very conformable and agreeing in all the parts’.?'* The jury took
only 15 minutes to convict Plunkett, and consequently, on 15 June
1681 both he and Edward Fitzharris were sentenced to death in
London for high treason.?'s The following day the various witnesses
against Plunkett (with the notable exception of Murphy) petitioned
the Privy Council for the pardons that were due in exchange for their
testimony.?!°

There was unresolved business relating to other aspects of the out-
standing prosecutions arising from the Irish Plot. On 16 June Sir John
Davys petitioned the Privy Council, complaining about the delay
in his trial due to the absence of key witnesses — Boark, Fitzgerald,
and Samson - in England.?’” On 23 June James Carroll — now ‘of
Dublin’ - sought compensation from the council for discovering the
plot in 1672.2!8 By this time Plunkett’s execution was imminent. He
petitioned for his defence to be adequately provided for in London,
requesting passes for witnesses to travel to England, primarily to tes-
tify to the dubious and criminal character of many of the witnesses
against him, such as MacMoyer, Murphy, and Hetherington, but he
was denied permission to obtain copies of the various indictments
made in Ireland against them.?’ Plunkett was able to provide an
affidavit that contained damaging allegations against the witnesses
for the prosecution; namely, that the allegations were fabrications
intended to secure pardons and profit.??° Ironically, the Privy Council
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ordered that the witnesses against Plunkett be pardoned for treason
and misprision of treason; essentially the same charges on which
they had helped to convict Plunkett.?”! David and Maurice Fitzgerald
were to be retained for the eventual trials of Hetherington, Dennis,
and MacNamara.?*

Plunkett was probably beyond help at this point. Some sort of
public reckoning for the Irish Plot was required. At the same time,
with the Stuart monarchy having weathered the crisis of the previ-
ous three years, preparations were also being made to punish figures
such as Hetherington who had orchestrated the allegations. Plunkett
was apparently offered a pardon by the Whigs in exchange for a con-
fession that would have been priceless in propaganda terms, but he
refused. Essex subsequently asked Charles to pardon Plunkett on the
grounds that the evidence of the witnesses against him had been
worthless, but this was also refused: Charles blamed Essex for per-
mitting Plunkett’s condemnation by remaining silent at the trial,
and ‘I dare pardon nobody.’?® Essex, who, like Henry Coventry,
apparently never believed in the Irish Plot (despite his willingness
to exploit it), may have been prompted by his conscience. He later
told Gilbert Burnet of Plunkett’s unwillingness to get involved in
politics or intrigues, in stark contrast to the ‘meddling and factious’
Talbot brothers.??* But Plunkett was the one who paid the ultimate
price.

Overtures to York to intervene on Plunkett’s behalf were presum-
ably unsuccessful, as even as late as 28 June his mother-in-law,
the duchess of Modena, was requested to intercede with York to
have Plunkett’s sentence commuted.?”® This too was unsuccessful,
and on 1 July Fitzharris and Plunkett were ‘drawn upon sledges to
Tyburn, and there hanged and quartered according to the sentence
that had been passed upon them’.?*® Both protested their innocence
(Plunkett via a ‘long harangue’).??” A curious footnote to the event
is that Plunkett’s severed head was recovered, and decades after the
event, the informer Hugh Duffy would repent of his actions when
confronted with it.

There was a cynical political motive for the execution: Charles
had previously issued orders against executing clerics, except on his
specific orders. But he admitted to the French ambassador that the
execution of Plunkett was necessary to maintain the credibility of
the witnesses who had testified against him, and who were to be
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used at Shaftesbury’s planned trial.??® The condemnation of Fitzharris
can perhaps be attributed to the same consideration. Either way,
with these two executions, the Popish Plot and Exclusion Crisis had
reached their zenith. The arrest of Shaftesbury some days later illus-
trated the extent to which the monarchy and its supporters had
weathered the storm. The crisis, and Ireland’s role in it, was over.



Conclusion

On 2 July Arran wrote to Ormond to tell him about the executions
of Plunkett and Fitzharris. ‘I shall not need to send you Plunkett’s
speech, for it is verbatim in the newsbooks, and also sold by itself in
print. He died as all people say with great resolution and Fitzharris
very pitifully.” Arran also told his father about Shaftesbury’s arrest on
suspicion of high treason: the latter had ‘cursed very much the Irish
witnesses ... for he guesses those are the persons that swore against
him, but I am told there are as many English’.!

The Irish informers had been willing to testify about a variety
of allegations, but as it became obvious that circumstances had
turned against them they may well have chosen to swear to the
truth. Shaftesbury’s arrest can be seen to symbolize the end of both
the Popish Plot and the Exclusion Crisis. The Stuart monarchy had
survived intact. Alongside that, the death of Plunkett also had a sym-
bolic value. His trial and execution were the most high-profile Irish
elements of the Popish Plot, and were undoubtedly motivated by
cynical political necessities. Even before this, the claims about the
existence of an Irish Plot, and of the impact this had had upon Ire-
land itself, had gradually been undermined and rendered irrelevant.
In this way, Plunkett’s execution was an anomaly. But it also signified
the end of the Irish dimension to the Popish Plot. Indeed, with these
events, the crisis as it had manifested itself in England and Ireland
had come to its end. What remained in the aftermath would be little
more than loose ends.

When Titus Oates’ allegations first came to light in 1678, Ormond’s
government in Dublin had assiduously sought to deal with the
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possibility that Ireland may have had a significant role to play in
this alleged conspiracy, and did so promptly. The potential existence
of a Catholic plot would be of great significance in a country that
was effectively a colony, administered and governed by a Protestant
minority who had gained their privileged position at the expense
of the Catholics who made up the bulk of the population of the
island. How secure was this nascent ascendancy, and how real was
the possibility that the Catholic Irish would seek to reverse their
dispossession? After all, less than a decade later, when presented with
the opportunity, Catholic Ireland attempted to do precisely that.
It seems reasonable to suggest that the inclination to do so would
also have existed during the Popish Plot. There is a grain of truth
in Ormond’s suggestion of 1678 that the Catholic Irish would be
cowed by the possibility of retaliation. But the original allegations
had explicitly stated that the Catholic Irish would be assisted and sup-
ported by the French, a prospect that would render them a far more
formidable enemy. Underpinning these possibilities was the mem-
ory of 1641: it was both benchmark and precedent. Irish Protestants
undoubtedly remained concerned that they might be in danger from
such a plot. Many held this perception, and the stark realities of the
Ireland in which they dwelt ensured that such perceptions reflected
distinct possibilities.

The impact of the Popish Plot also came against the backdrop of
the institutional preoccupations of the government in the late 1670s,
and naturally became intertwined with them. If there was going to
be a Catholic rebellion in Ireland, then the kingdom would have
to be defended, which would require money, which would require
a parliament, which in turn required an investigation of Ranelagh’s
undertaking, which was ultimately rendered irrelevant by the facts
that Ranelagh was pardoned and no Irish parliament met before
Charles’ death in 1685. But the hidden importance of the undertak-
ing cannot be underestimated, for Ranelagh had sought to deflect
the unwelcome attention it had garnered by attempting to smear
Ormond as a closet-Catholic. Such factional rumour mongering, as
directed at the viceroy and other senior figures in Ireland, was a con-
stant feature of the crisis. But its origins and usefulness were firmly
rooted in English politics. Alongside the impact of the crisis upon
Ireland was the related fact that Ireland became an adjunct to the
crisis in England.
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The ongoing attempts to procure evidence in Ireland to prove the
existence of an Irish Plot were driven by the requirements of the Whig
opposition in the Exclusion Crisis. But just as the original testimonies
of the Irish informers did not sway the House of Lords into voting
for exclusion, the publication of the various pamphlet accounts did
not seem to impact on public or parliamentary opinion. Certainly,
by the spring of 1681 the loyalist response was evident in the pro-
paganda battle.? Despite the best efforts of those who promoted it,
the Irish Plot did not revive the anti-Catholic hysteria of the Popish
Plot. There is also a curious tension between the fact that the notion
of an Irish Plot was deemed plausible enough to promote, and the
tardiness of the English government in actually making provision
for Ireland’s defences. Ormond had rued how legislation ultimately
intended to secure Ireland from invasion and rebellion was of sec-
ondary importance in London, and thus was continually delayed.
This had been especially obvious when the allegations about the Irish
Plot were presented to the English Privy Council: the Irish parlia-
ment was effectively shelved. It seems obvious, given the priorities
accorded here, that while the possibility of an Irish rebellion was
considered, its significance was perceived purely in terms of how it
would impact upon England. The fate of both Ireland and the Protes-
tants who would be on the front line of any rebellion there were little
more than afterthoughts.

In April 1679, during a debate about the Irish cattle trade in the
English House of Commons, Sir Edward Harley observed that ‘it is
strange that out of our kindness to Ireland, we should be unkind
to the imperial territory...Ireland is but a colony of England; now
can any story give an account that colonies have been so indulged,
as to prejudice the territory from whence they came?’® One could
readily debate the contentious argument about whether early mod-
ern Ireland can be categorized as a kingdom or a colony. This is a
pointless distinction, for Ireland was both. Its legal status as a sep-
arate kingdom was declared in 1541. Its status as a colony is best
suggested by the reality that the Restoration settlement ensured that
the bulk of its available land would remain in the hands of Protestant
settlers. Ireland’s colonial status is also suggested by its constitu-
tional subordination to England, a subordination that, during the
crisis, became more evident in practice as well as theory. The fact
that Plunkett was tried in England on the charges for which he
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was previously acquitted in Ireland suggests that decisions made in
Ireland were easily disregarded. Even Ormond and his administration
had been increasingly sidelined, being relegated to the level of facto-
tums obliged to facilitate the supply of such evidence as was sought;
they had little control over what was demanded of them. The same
was true in institutional terms, as the ongoing attempts to call an
Irish parliament were stymied by events in London, and, crucially,
control of Ireland’s revenue was increasingly reserved to London: a
parliament may have been rendered redundant anyway. Shaftesbury’s
call to make Ireland a province, and thus subordinate it to English
interests, seems inadvertently prescient in hindsight.

But one crucial fact remains: no evidence of any Catholic plot
emerged in Ireland during the crisis. The Protestant interest retained
fears and uncertainties about the intentions of the dispossessed
Catholics amongst whom they dwelt, while those same Catholics
retained hopes about the reversal of the settlement that had con-
firmed their dispossession. But such fears had been evident through-
out the Restoration: while they may have been highlighted and
accentuated during the Popish Plot, they were nothing new. Figures
such as Orrery or Henry Jones, who had connections to the English
political scene and who actively sought to promote suggestions that
an Irish Plot existed, were essentially making bricks without straw.
They had little material with which to work other than peren-
nial fears and concerns. The Catholic Irish remained quiescent,
and Ormond himself remained sceptical about the existence of any
Catholic plot, not to mention the motivations of those such as Orrery
who maintained that such a plot existed. There were indeed internal
security problems in Ireland, from Presbyterians on the one hand,
and Tories on the other. But Catholic Ireland did not seem inclined
to rise, and from the early stages of the plot Ormond had perceived
the dangers of acting in a manner that could provoke it, even if
this ensured that aspersions would be cast upon him. After all, the
treatment meted out to the Cameronian’s in Scotland illustrates that
the servants of the Stuarts were quite capable of acting in a bru-
tal and repressive manner. But the Cameronian’s in Scotland were
a relatively minor sect: unlike Irish Catholics, they did not make up
most of the population. It is worth considering a brief counterfac-
tual: how would a different viceroy have acted? How would a figure
such as Orrery have dealt with the crisis? Or a British appointee who
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lacked the particular attributes that Ormond possessed? Ormond was
essentially the right man in the right place at the right time. This
was the essence of Southwell’s judgement in May 1682. He appears
to have been right. Even prior to this, in mid-July 1681, Ormond
himself had been confident that Ireland was in no danger of inva-
sion, especially now that Plunkett was dead (despite his scepticism,
Ormond had retained some lingering suspicions about the activities
of the deceased primate).* By the end of the month he could report to
Charles in terms reflecting the reality that the Stuart monarchy had
survived:

It is true there is no faction in any of your other kingdoms,
but hath some abettors and well wishers in this...I presume not
to look beyond seas or so far into foreign designs and actions
as to prognosticate what dangers they may in time produce to
England, my foresight being bounded by a nearer prospect, and
that methinks plainly enough shews that you are put to defend
and vindicate your royal authority at home which must be effected
before you can employ it abroad with any probability of success.
This is a position so manifestly true that I hope God will let your
people see it and dispose them to that obedience, which only can
preserve them from the slavery they seem to fear and from the
confusion their leaders seem to affect. From both God protect your
Majesty and your kingdoms.®



Aftermath, 1681-1691

Memories remained. At least one tract was later written to reassert
Plunkett’s guilt and validate the witnesses against him.! While
Plunkett was dead, his accusers were not, and the pamphlet could
be seen as a defence of their own position in what was likely to
prove a vulnerable time for some of them. There would also be
attempts to suggest an Irish link with the so-called ‘sham-plot’: the
circuitous allegations that claimed that part of the Catholic plan in
the Popish Plot was to mask it as a form of Presbyterian unrest.?
Indeed, in 1682 William Hetherington published a tract refuting the
claims that he had manipulated witnesses, and reproducing once
again the testimonies of some of the informers with whom he had
been involved; he also sought to link these to allegations of a ‘sham-
plot’.> Hetherington remained loyal to Shaftesbury, but his fortunes
eventually declined with those of his patron: in November 1681 he
was arrested on a charge of scandalum magnatum brought by Ormond
and was ordered to pay £10,000 damages. His inability to pay saw
him imprisoned again, and in March 1682 he was accused of involve-
ment in a plot to assassinate the king. His personal circumstances had
changed for the worse, and the pamphlet may have been an attempt
to salvage something from his previous activities.

As for Shaftesbury, who had been accused of high treason, the case
against him was politically motivated and flimsy, and was eventually
dropped. Ironically, he later became embroiled in a plan to orches-
trate a rising and assassinate both Charles and York before absconding
to Amsterdam where he died in January 1683. Essex would fol-
low Shaftesbury’s lead and also became involved in this new Whig
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conspiracy - the so-called ‘Rye House Plot’ — but he was arrested and
imprisoned in the Tower of London, where he was found with his
throat cut in July 1683. It remains unclear whether this was suicide
or murder, but the latter seems the more likely. Ironically Titus Oates
outlived virtually everybody else involved in the Popish Plot, dying
in 1705 after a life best described as shady.

I

But Ireland’s role in the crisis ended with Plunkett’s death. The
Irish witnesses and their allegations were of little further value in
England, and slowly began to trickle back to Ireland. In July 1681
Owen Murphy was reimbursed for his expenses and was permitted to
return to Ireland, whilst Eustace Comyn was granted a full pardon on
the same day.* Not all were so lucky: in October 1681 Ormond was
authorized by the English Privy Council to prosecute anyone who
had sought to suborn witnesses to testify against himself, Boyle, and
Davys.’

In October 1681 the Privy Council ordered the release of Marcus
Forristal, the Catholic bishop of Kildare, who was to have his
possessions and money restored to him (if practicable). He was not
to be charged with involvement in any plot: only with remaining in
Ireland beyond the period specified for Catholic clerics.® There were,
of course, lingering suspicions: in June 1681 Massareene expressed
his conviction that ‘I really believe the Popish Plot goes still on with
the Romish clergy, who, you see, are still amongst us, yet will nei-
ther be taken nor appear.”” But Forristal’s release hardly suggested that
such suspicions applied to him. Some witnesses remained active. In
October the Privy Council considered the petitions of eight persons
incriminated by the informers Murtagh Downey, Maurice Fitzgerald,
and Owen O’Callaghan. In November 1681 the council ordered that
these three were to be sent back to Ireland to give evidence ‘upon
the petition of divers gentlemen in prison in Ireland’, for ‘their evi-
dence would be of no use here’.® John and Dennis MacNamara,
Edward Ivie, and Bernard Dennis testified against Shaftesbury at his
trial in November 1681.° Tyrone himself was released in December
1681 on condition that he give himself up if required, and his
accusers were to be prosecuted in Ireland.’ Soon afterwards, John
Fitzgerald readily undermined his own allegations by stating that
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Israel Tonge had arranged to plant the letters he had been supposed
to discover in 1680."

In February 1682 the Privy Council ordered that information on
the Popish Plot in Ireland, provided by one James Fitzpatrick of Quin,
Clare, was to be given to the magistrate Edmund Warcup, who was
to ensure that certain named individuals be sought in London.'
Some days later Warcup reported back. Nobody had been found.™
Given the collapse of the allegations about the Irish Plot, this was
unsurprising. In May 1682 three of Plunkett’s (unnamed) accusers
were condemned to death in Ireland, though one retracted his accu-
sations against the Primate.'* After the acquittal of a number of those
accused in Munster, the informers and the plot even earned the scorn
and contempt of O Bruadair, with Charles II and the judge who
acquitted them earning his praise.'® In Suim purgadora bfear nEireann
(‘The purgatory of the men of Ireland’) O Bruadair offered a rare
Catholic Irish perspective on the Popish Plot, assessing it in much
darker terms by viewing both it and the activities of the Irish inform-
ers as part of the slow crushing of Catholic Ireland in the years since
the 1640s.1

By August 1682 Edmund Murphy was reportedly working on a
farm in Kent, and he vanished from the record soon afterwards.
And by October 1682 Peter Creagh, the bishop of Cork, was declared
innocent after one of his two accusers recanted.!” The Catholic bish-
ops who were supposedly instrumental in the organization of the
Irish Plot were thereby released. Perhaps the most eloquent (if ulti-
mately ironic) statement about the continued existence of any Irish
Plot was the decision by the Privy Council, in February 1683 and
on foot of his own petition, to permit Richard Talbot to return to
Ireland.'®

II

The travails of the informers were incidental. There were more impor-
tant considerations. In April 1682 Dublin Corporation offered a
petition of loyalty to both Ormond and the king.!" Throughout
1682-1683 similar petitions were drawn up throughout Ireland, and
Tim Harris has suggested that these corresponded to the English
petitions issued during the so-called ‘“Tory revenge’, as the king and
court sought to consolidate their position across the three kingdoms
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whilst avenging themselves upon their opponents.?’ The majority
of such Irish petitions assured Charles of the support of his Protes-
tant subjects. It remains virtually impossible to gauge whether the
English political divisions of 1679-1681 were replicated in Ireland:
the absence of an Irish parliament ensured that there was no insti-
tutional forum in which such beliefs could find expression. But, as
in England and Scotland, by the final years of Charles II's reign the
danger to the Stuart dynasty in Ireland was seen to have passed, and
the succession had been secured.

Ormond’s tenure as viceroy ended in February 1685 with the death
of Charles II. He was subsequently lauded in an anonymous broad-
side for his steady and composed service during the crisis, in terms
reminiscent of Southwell’s previous assessment.

Into your hands, then, which before it graced,
The noble instrument again was placed;
On which, a long, soft tune, again you played,

When jarring discord did all else invade.?!

The Popish Plot carried an occasional resonance in subsequent years,
though the fortunes of those accused in it were mixed. Brittas was
earmarked for a command in January 1686, ‘having been perfectly
ruined by Mr Oates’s plot’, and Pierce Lacy had also been impov-
erished by two years imprisonment: he petitioned the incumbent
viceroy Henry Hyde, earl of Clarendon, for assistance in January
1686, and his petition was recommended for consideration given
‘how much he suffered in the time of Oates’s villainy’.??

However, there was a greater resonance accorded to the specific
concerns that the Popish Plot had highlighted in Ireland, for they had
not yet been satisfactorily resolved. In the early 1680s William Petty
again turned his attention to the condition of Ireland in general, and
its defences in particular.

Suppose the ports and garrisons of Dublin, Wexford, Waterford,
Youghal, Cork, Kinsale, Dingle, Tralee, Limerick, Galway, Sligo,
Derry, Carrickfergus, and Drogheda to be in the hands of Catholic
officers, under one Catholic general, who commands perhaps 15
garrisons and 15 regiments; it is manifest that the said general and
30 officers can if they agree let in the French.
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It followed, then, that the Catholic Irish

would triumph in full splendour of religion, the protection of the
mightiest prince, the exercise of all offices, the merit of extirpating
heresy, and revenge even by massacre upon the British and Protes-
tant interest, and to be delivered from the fear of a Protestant
successor.”

The invocation of a Catholic Irish ‘massacre’ by way of revenge
was deeply suggestive. The passing of the Popish Plot did not alter
the reality that Ireland was seen to be vulnerable to foreign attack.
And such concerns as were expressed by Petty, of internal subver-
sion assisting a Catholic — French - invasion, were reminiscent of the
allegations previously made by informers such as David Fitzgerald.

Fears of French assistance to the Catholic Irish did not fade way
after 1681: far from it. In 1688, in the wake of the ‘Glorious Rev-
olution’, an assessment of the condition of Ireland was provided
to William of Orange. The Irish were now seen to be a far more
formidable enemy than they had been in 1641, given that they
possessed advantages that they had lacked in the 1640s: numerical,
strategic, and geographical supremacy, military strength, major sup-
port from a continental power, and royal authority, for James was still
king of Ireland. Despite lacking these advantages in the 1640s, they
had still managed to form a government and hold out for 12 years.
But now

they have the king’s authority added to the fury of their priests.
They have interests and councils of France to abet them, and the
kings authority will be now so much at the mercy of France, that
in effect the king of France will be now king of Ireland. Nor will a
Popes Nuncio be long wanting thence, to unite the minds of the
clergy in this war of religion.*

To any observer in 1641-1653, or 1678-1681, such an assessment
could only have sounded familiar. Familiar too was the rhetoric of the
Williamite war, and of the ghosts it sought to conjure. The 1680s had
retained an undercurrent of unease facilitated by uncertainty about
the present, and certainty about the past. When Nicholas French's
Narrative of the Earl of Clarendon’s Settlement and Sale of Ireland, was
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reprinted in 1685, an ‘English Protestant’ offered a riposte; after all,
the legitimacy of the Restoration settlement was at stake.”® Indeed,
one chief secretary had noted how ‘the Irish talk of nothing now but
recovering their lands and bringing the English under their subjec-
tion, which they who have been the masters for above 400 years
know not how well to bear’.?® Unsurprisingly, given the Catholic
revival of the 1680s (especially the danger to the land settlement
posed by the 1689 Jacobite parliament), along with the stark fact
that French forces were in Ireland supporting a Catholic monarch,
the Williamite war triggered an outburst of printed material similar
in tone to that employed in previous generations.

III

York succeeded his brother Charles as James II in 168S. Irish support
for him inevitably meant Catholic support, and within this the long-
promised Catholic plot, of which 1641 had been one episode, could
now be discerned.” Catholic confidence under the Jacobite regime
was illustrated in 1686 by events in Galway. During the Popish Plot
Catholics had been expelled from the city, and were barred from par-
ticipation in its governance, but in June 1686, on Clarendon'’s orders,
Catholic merchants in Galway (and other towns) were to be admitted
as freemen without taking the oath of supremacy. If elected to office,
their names were to be forwarded to Clarendon to facilitate their for-
mal dispensation from the oath, if appropriate. The reasoning behind
this echoed issues that had arisen during the Popish Plot itself:
Catholics were useful to the local economy, and there was no legal
basis for their exclusion from the freedom of corporate towns.?® This
was a world apart from the fearful reluctance of Charles to readmit
Catholics to the city during the Popish Plot. In July 1686 Clarendon,
on foot of a petition from Galway’s Catholics blaming the incum-
bent mayor for misusing funds, ordered him not to stand for the post
again, and not to delay the admission of Catholics to the common
council: indeed, he was expressly ordered to admit them promptly.?’
On the other hand, William King later claimed that Catholics had
not forgotten other aspects of the Popish Plot, and that they sought
to take advantage of the fact that James had apparently never issued a
general pardon on his accession. ‘No sooner had they got judges and
juries that would believe them, but they began a trade of swearing,
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and ripping up what they had pretended their neighbours had said
of his late majesty whilst duke of York some years before, especially
in time of the Popish Plot’, and malicious prosecutions supposedly
proliferated.°

The intertwining ethnic, social, and religious divisions of Ireland
in the reign of Charles II inevitably became more pronounced under
his brother as they seemed to become open to alteration. During the
Popish Plot, demands for a parliament had hinged upon the issue
of Protestant security but none was ever called. The previous parlia-
ment of 1661-1666 had implemented the land settlement and laid
the foundations for a nascent Protestant ascendancy. The next Irish
parliament of 1689 would be tasked with its destruction.

Even prior to the outbreak of war in 1689, the outrage of Irish
Protestants at their potential fate was noted, as was their willing-
ness to defend themselves: the deaths of Essex and Edmund Bury
Godfrey were invoked as reminders of the perfidy of the Papists.?!
Ireland had long overcome ‘that great devastation caused by that
tedious and bloody rebellion begun in the year “41”’ to attain a
level of prosperity and happiness, ‘for all affairs were managed with
the same equality and indifference towards all manner of persons;
so that the very Papists could not complain of an unequal distri-
bution of justice’.?* Sir John Temple had argued something similar:
the depoliticized nature of such an idyllic scene ensured that when
‘malicious and prying Popish neighbours’, who had been encouraged
by policies favouring Catholics, began ‘without doubt, to think of
some such bloody practices as were put in execution in the year forty-
one’, and seek to emulate them, it could readily be ascribed to their
nature.®

James was continually vilified: “'tis certain, that the Irish never had
power to hurt the English and Protestants of that kingdom, but for
the advantage they had of a Popish king who divested the Protes-
tants of all power, civil and military’ and placing it instead ‘into the
hands of Irish papists’.* The events of 1641 and the involvement of
the French illustrated ‘what favour Protestants are to expect under
a Popish king, and in a kingdom where Popery is predominant’.*®
Another account of James’ alleged conduct assured readers that the
author would not ‘enter into a tedious discourse of all the mea-
sures taken since 1660 to subvert the Protestant religion’; to the
right audience that would be unnecessary.*® The complaints about
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the methods used to undermine Protestant power — purges of the
civil and military establishments, and the consequent transfer of con-
trol to Catholic hands — were fundamentally similar to the claims
of some of the informers during the Popish Plot; continuity once
again. And James had opened the centre of power to Catholic influ-
ence, most especially in the form of his viceroy Richard Talbot, now
earl of Tyrconnell, who was markedly more enthusiastic for redress-
ing Irish Catholic grievances than his king. But the implications
of Tyrconnell’s policies — especially the possibility of a reversal of
the land settlement — proved decisive in ensuring their gravitation
towards William.?” Some pamphleteers attempted to draw a distinc-
tion between James and his viceroy, ‘as the late King coming for
Ireland...gave us some hopes, it would abate the cruelty of the
enraged Tyrconnell’.?® But in rhetorical terms the distinction between
the two was irrelevant.

As depicted, the purpose of Tyrconnell’s actions sounded familiar:
the attempted destruction of the Protestant community in Ireland.*
The involvement of Catholic clergy and the French was discerned
once more.*” Indeed, in a virtual recap of what David Fitzgerald
had claimed, the Irish were being manipulated by the Jesuits and
expected assistance from the French, who were to land in Munster,
most likely Kerry.*! And again, the spectre of 1641 remained near
to hand: ‘a day never to be forgot’.** The assault upon Protestants
by Tyrconnell and his forces ‘so nearly resemble their beginnings in
their last so horrid rebellion in forty one’.** For the more imagina-
tive pamphleteers putting words into Tyrconnell’s mouth, the point
could be emphasized with hopefully greater veracity, and in doing
so collapsed any distinctions between himself and his royal mas-
ters, most especially his Catholic queen: ‘It was but in the year 1641
200,000 heretics fell victims to the holy cause, in this island; and
were I master of as many islands, they should all be offered up a
tribute to your majesties shrine.”** Recurring themes were present;
unprovoked slaughter, the connivance of Catholic priests, foreign
invasion, and perhaps most dangerously, subversion at the heart of
power. It was from such perennial fears that Irish Protestants sought
to secure themselves. The soliciting of English support, as in the
1640s, was an obvious way out of the dilemma. But to do so after
the event would be too late, and the precedent that came to hand
was the obvious solution: the events of 1689-1691, as discerned in
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the chaos of war (the presence of Catholic forces, a Catholic revival,
and a possible reversal of the land settlement) suggested confirma-
tion of what had been feared since 1641. This was by no means
far-fetched. According to William King, writing with the benefit of
hindsight,

If they hated us so much in 1641, that without provocation, and
whilst in possession of their estates, they rose as one man, and
attempted to destroy us; if they were so set on it, that they ven-
tured to do it without arms, discipline, or authority on their side,
and where the hazard was so great, that it was ten to one if they
succeeded; what could we expect they would do now, when pro-
voked to the height by the loss of their estates, when armed,
disciplined, and entrusted with the places of strength, power and
profit in the kingdom?*

The Williamite invasion had in itself little to do with the plight of
Irish Protestants, but as the Jacobite cause was defeated in Ireland,
the island’s Protestant community sought to transfer its allegiance to
a new king, and thereby preserve themselves. Even if, as has been
suggested, the Catholic threat perceived in the latter stages of the
seventeenth century in Ireland has been overstated (and the rela-
tive quiescence of Ireland during the Popish Plot can be depicted
as the proof of this), ‘Irish Protestants emerged from the crisis of
1688-1689 convinced that they had narrowly escaped the destruc-
tion of everything they had gained over the preceding century.’
Even those contemporary observers who discounted the reality of
another Irish Catholic rebellion remained aware of the potential
for one, especially if a foreign power were to be involved. It was
the memory of that deliverance from destruction by William of
Orange that proved the most enduring marker on the Irish Protestant
calendar.

But the older date of 1641 remained potent. A sermon preached
in London on 23 October 1690 struck an ominous note when it
stated that vigilance would be required by Protestants in Ireland, for
the Irish Catholic had been proven to be irredeemable.*” The deep
hostility of Irish Protestants towards the Catholics whom they lived
alongside and amongst may have been mutual, but perhaps uniquely
in Western Europe, it was the social and religious group who made
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up the minority of the population who would emerge as the winners,
as the colonists of the seventeenth century became the ascendancy
of the eighteenth. The legislative victory extracted by the Protestant
community in the 1690s to secure itself proved a durable one, but
the memory from which it drew purpose never passed out of history.
It could and would rationalize as the aggressor, and thus the justifi-
ably punished, those who became the forgotten Catholic underclass
of eighteenth-century Ireland.*

v

This lay in the future. But Protestant memories were not the only
memories, and after the Jacobite defeat in 1691 Catholic Irish minds
also devoted time to their version of the past. York had succeeded
to the throne as James II, and the Irish, who had suffered in spite
of their loyalty, expected his accession to usher in the restoration of
their religion and estates.* It was no surprise then that 1678, the year
in which the Popish Plot had first come to light, was perceived by the
Old English author of ‘A light to the blind’ (almost certainly Nicholas
Plunkett) as ‘the famous year, wherein the monumental troubles of
his Royal Highness began’.>® The opposition to the succession in 1678
was seen to stem from a fear of Catholics, and from this had stemmed
the numerous plots, in which Titus Oates and his ‘contradictory,
and improbable’ tale had been but one actor, and which had been
intended to destroy Catholicism in the three kingdoms and to disin-
herit the rightful king, for ‘it made the nations tremble, and struck
a terror into the King himself’.>! The disloyalty of Protestants was
therefore proof that they needed to be ruled with a strong hand. And
that disloyalty had become evident during the exclusion campaign,
depicted as the first rebellion in the sequence of rebellions (including
that of Monmouth in 1685) that had its final success in the Glorious
Revolution. For the anonymous author, the continuity between 1678
and 1688 was obvious.** The Popish Plot had been the prelude.
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